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Abstract

The current study investigated the correlation between English collocation test scores and
three independent variables including vocabulary level, informal language exposure, and
motivation. The study also examined which independent variable was the most influential in
predicting the collocation tests scores. Data was collected using, Gyllstad’s (2007) COLLEX and
COLLMATCH tests, Webb et al.’s (2017) Form A of the updated Vocabulary Levels Test, Luk
and Bialystok’s (2013) Language and Social Background Questionnaire (LSBQ), and
Moskovsky et al.’s (2016) L2 Motivational Self-System Questionnaire (L2MSS). Participants (N
= 136) from a Saudi university completed the questionnaires. The results indicated that although
there were positive relationships between the collocation scores and the three independent
variables, only vocabulary level and informal language exposure were significantly correlated.
Finally, the multiple regression analysis showed that vocabulary level and informal exposure
were significant predictors of the learners’ collocational knowledge.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Background of the Study
Multiword Expressions (MWEs) have been interpreted into many different concepts such
as Formulaic Sequences (FSs), formulaic expressions, formulaic language, Nativelike Selections
(NLSs), chunks, Lexical Bundles (LBs), multiword lexical units, and phrasal expressions.
Because of the various synonyms that correlate to MWEs, Myles and Cordier (2017) discussed
the confusion of term identification and based their rationale on the numerous meanings of MWE
that are present in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) literature. They argued that FSs should
not be used as an umbrella term since some researchers fail to provide a precise definition of the
term that they are investigating while also failing to be clear about the implications of the FSs
that they are analyzing. Wray (2008) defined formulaic language as “a certain combination of
words that have a strong connection with each other to convey a specific meaning; however,
these combinations cannot be replaced by other synonyms” (p. 9). For example, the combination
“out of the question” cannot be replaced with synonymous words such as “external to the query”
without losing its’ original meaning (Wray, 2008, p. 9). Therefore, I used MWEs as a
comprehensive and definitive term in this study to avoid the confusion that having multiple terms
presents. However, because many researchers have used other terms instead of MWEs in
previously published research, I also used other concepts in this study.
First off, the notion of prefabricated or formulaic language had not received much
attention until the middle of the 1980s when Halliday and Sinclair developed the lexico-grammar
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or syntagmatic approach for linguistic analysis (Granger, 1998). This syntagmatic approach
advocates for the use of ready-made chunks of words while using language (e.g., Bolinger, 1976;
Coulmas, 1979, 1981; VanLancker, 1975; Widdoson, 1984; Yorio, 1980, as cited in Weinert,
1995). Pawley and Syder (1983) explained that using ready-made chunks can reduce the
cognitive load that is usually caused by the rule-governed approach. In fact, researchers deemed
collocations as being underneath the wide umbrella of MWEs and defined collocations as
“combinations of words with a syntactic function as constituents of sentences (such as noun or
prepositional phrases or verb and object constructions)” (Howarth, 1998, p. 24). Mainly, the
current study focuses on analyzing collocations because of their importance in language learning.
Collocations play a substantial role in language learning, especially in the acquisition of
productive skills (see Fan 2009; Granger, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier & Henriksen, 2006).
As many researchers have theorized, collocations are strong indicators of communicative
competence within language learners since collocations facilitate the communication that
language learners have with native speakers, which is possible because collocations allow
language learners to adhere to the language’s norms (Vasiljevic, 2014; Wray, 2000).
Furthermore, collocations are important because they help language learners make idiomatic
choices and develop their language proficiency (Henriksen, 2013). Hinkel (2019a) claimed that it
would be impossible to understand and produce language without the use of collocations.
However, producing collocations—particularly restricted collocations (Howarth, 1998)—has
been found to be problematic for second language (L2) learners (Farghal & Obiedat, 1995).
Therefore, there has been a focus on analyzing the role of collocations in SLA by using different
analytical methods and techniques. For instance, Durrant and Schmitt (2009) explored to what
extent Native Speakers (NSs) as opposed to Non-Native Speakers (NNSs) used strong
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collocations within their writings. The results showed that language exposure influenced the
NNSs’ uses of collocations because they underused the less frequent collocations and overused
the high frequent collocations resulting in unnatural or unidiomatic writing.
Definition of Terms
L1: “first language, acquired as a child” (Yule, 2010, p. 289).
L2: “second language” (Yule, 2010, p. 289).
English as a Foreign Language (EFL): “refers to learning or teaching English in an overseas
context where English is not spoken” (Horwitz, 2013, p. 272).
English as a Second Language (ESL): “refers to learning or teaching English within an area
where English is spoken” (Horwitz, 2013, p. 272).
Second Language Acquisition (SLA): “The academic field of Second Language Acquisition seeks
to understand how humans learn new languages. Second Language Acquisition theories are
descriptions of how people learn second languages and the factors that help or hinder their
learning” (Horwitz, 2013, p. 278).
Lexicon: “the mental word store” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 299).
Polysemy: “the capacity for a word or phrase to have multiple meanings (though often related to
each other), e.g., ‘mouse’ = (a) small animal with a tail; (b) a small mobile tool used to navigate
a computer interface” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 302).
Lemma: “abstract conceptual form of a word held in the mental word store (the ‘lexicon’), which
represents word meaning and potential grammatical connections” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 299).
Phrase: “a group of words centering on a head word (e.g., a noun or verb) that acts as a building
block within a clause or sentence” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 301).
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Collocation: “the tendency for certain words and phrases to go together in a language. For
example, in American English the noun role tends to go with the verb play. Language corpora
are useful for finding collocations” (Horwitz, 2013, p. 270).
Formulaic Sequence (FS): “a phrase or sentence that is acquired and used as an unanalyzed
whole, not creatively constructed” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 296).
Multiword Units (MWU): “the units of language that are stored in long-term memory as if they
were single lexical units” (Wood, 2002, p. 2).
Motivation: “social psychological concept to do with desire to achieve a goal (e.g., to learn a
language), the effort actually expended and the satisfaction derived from the task” (Mitchell et
al., 2013, p. 300).
Instrumental motivation: “the desire to learn an L2, not to join the community of L2-users, but to
achieve some other goal, in contrast to integrative motivation” (Yule, 2010, p. 289).
Integrative motivation: “the desire to learn an L2 in order to take part in the social life of the
community of L2-users, in contrast to instrumental motivation” (Yule, 2010, p. 289).
Extrinsic motivation: “refers to motivation that comes from outside an individual” (Horwitz,
2013, p. 272).
Intrinsic motivation: “motivation that comes from within an individual” (Horwitz, 2013, p. 274).
The Ideal L2 self: “is the L2-specific facet of one’s ‘ideal self’: if the person we would like to
become speaks an L2, the ‘ideal L2 self’ is a powerful motivator to learn the L2 because of the
desire to reduce the discrepancy between our actual and ideal selves. Traditional Integrative and
internalized instrumental motives would typically belong to this component” (Dörnyei, 2009, p.
29).
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The Ought-to L2 self: “concerns the attributes that one believes one ought to possess to meet
expectations and to avoid possible negative outcomes. This dimension corresponds to Higgins’
sought self and thus to the more extrinsic (i.e., less internalised) types of instrumental motives”
(Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29).
L2 learning Experience: “concerns situated, ‘executive’ motives related to the immediate
learning environment and experience (e.g., the impact of the teacher, the curriculum, the peer
group, the experience of success). This component is conceptualised at a different level from the
two self-guides and future research will hopefully elaborate on the self-aspects of this bottom-up
process” (Dörnyei, 2009, p. 29).
Language anxiety: “label given by social psychologist to feelings of nervousness and unease
when learning/using a new language” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 298).
Language aptitude: “the potential talent of an individual for L2 learning including sub-skills
such as the ability to detect grammatical patterns” (Mitchell et al., 2013, p. 298).
Language socialization: “The view that language is learned through social interaction, which
inducts the learner simultaneously into the social roles indexed through language form” (Mitchell
et al., 2013, p. 298).
Statement of the Problem
MWEs have been found to be effective in developing language production skills such as
writing (Akkoç et al., 2018; AlHassan & Wood, 2015), and enhancing the accuracy and fluency
of different language processing skills such as spoken and written, or production and
comprehension skills (Ellis et al., 2008; Wray, 2000); furthermore, MWEs have been found to be
effective at achieving socio-interactional functions such as time buyers and processing shortcuts
(Wray & Perkins, 2000, as cited in Wray, 2000). However, according to Wray (2000), acquiring
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FSs is difficult for language learners because of their lack of language experience and
interactions as well as poor teaching strategies that the learners may have encountered during
their language learning process. Wood (2002) stated that the need for learning lexical phrases
stems from the limitations of working memory and from the restricted nature of spontaneous
communication that results from constraints on time and attention. Hatami (2015) listed several
reasons of why educators should teach FSs in their language classrooms:
•

FSs are difficult to notice while using a language that is being acquired.

•

FSs are difficult to use even after accurately and appropriately acquiring them.

•

FSs are difficult to use because of L1 interference.

Additionally, there are four reasons of why FSs are important in language development
(Martinez & Schmitt, 2012):
•

FSs are omnipresent in many languages’ discourses.

•

FSs facilitate the recognition of meanings and functions.

•

FSs reduce the cognitive load.

•

FSs develop the learners’ proficiency and productive skills.

Then, most importantly, research has shown that L2 learners either underuse FSs or often
employ them incorrectly, which in turn marks their language production as unidiomatic and
unnatural (Hinkle, 2015, as cited in Hatami, 2015).
Because of the indispensable role of MWEs in language learning, Smith (2016) explicitly
stressed the need for teaching Multiword Phrases (MWPs), and particularly non-transparent
Multiword Phrases because she found that they had an effect on the reading comprehension skills
of children that are L2 learners. Li and Schmitt (2009) acknowledged the challenge L2 learners
usually face when learning lexical phrases, and they acknowledged their tendencies to overuse a
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limited number of phrases due to their lack of phrasal repertoire. Ellis et al. (2008) also discussed
the difficulty of acquiring Nativelike collocations and idiomaticity in the second language even
for the advanced learners; therefore, Ellis et al. emphasized the need for instructional approaches
that focus on prefabricated language. However, the acquisition of MWEs is not an easy task.
A considerable number of studies have investigated collocational knowledge and its
receptive or productive aspects and have found that L2 learners have limited collocational
knowledge when compared to NSs (e.g., Fan, 2009; Granger, 1998; Howarth, 1998; Koya, 2003;
Nguyen & Webb, 2017). Moreover, research has shown that even at the advanced level,
collocations continue to pose difficulties for L2 learners (see Alzi’abi, 2017; Hatami, 2015;
Henriksen, 2013; Leśniewska, 2006; Nesselhauf, 2003; Rafieyan, 2018; Wray, 2002; Zughoul &
Abdul-Fattah, 2003). In particular, the results of Arab learners of English showed that their
collocational knowledge is unsatisfactory regardless of their language proficiency levels (see
Abdellah, 2015; Ahmed, 2012; Alzi’abi, 2017; Banboua, 2016; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007;
Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & AbdulFattah, 2003). In general, many Arab researchers have attributed the challenge of collocational
reception and production to L1 interference (e.g., Ahmed, 2012; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007;
Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & AbdulFattah, 2003).
The Purpose of the Study
Given the significant role that collocations play in language comprehension and
production, this study investigated Saudi learners’ collocational knowledge and the factors
affecting their acquisition and use of collocational knowledge. Specifically, multiple factors that
affect collocational competence levels are congruency—which is when collocations are similar
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in the L1 and L2—(see Ahmed, 2012; Biskup, 1992; Fan, 2009; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007;
Granger, 1998; Hussein, 1990; Koya, 2003; Mahmoud, 2005; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier &
Henriksen, 2006; Shehata, 2008), frequency (see Barfield, 2009; Fan, 2009; Hussein, 1990;
Nizonkiza, 2012), semantic transparency (see Cowie, 1992; Dokchandra, 2019; Nesselhauf,
2003; Revier & Henriksen, 2006), language proficiency or vocabulary size level (see Barfield,
2009; Nizonkiza, 2012; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003), learning strategies (see Howarth, 1998;
Hussein, 1990; Farghal and Obiedat,1995; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003), and the amount of
exposure through formal instruction or informal activities (see Ahmed, 2012; Dokchandra, 2019;
González & Schmitt, 2015; Shehata, 2008). Conclusively, the current study investigated the
relationship between language learners’ collocational knowledge and three independent
variables: (a) vocabulary size level, (b) informal exposure of L2, and (c) motivation.
Research Questions
1. Are vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation positively associated with
collocation test scores?
2. Among vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation, what is the strongest predictor
of collocation test scores?
Significance of the Study
There has been a recent interest in examining the acquisition of FSs, MWEs, Multiword
Units (MWUs), or NLSs. This interest stems from the importance of MWEs in language
learning. Cowie (1992) stressed the need for language learners to comprehend MWUs in order to
reach a native-like language level. Particularly, Martinez and Schmitt (2012) provided four
reasons of why FSs are fundamental in developing the L2:
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•

FSs are prevalent in language since they constitute 20% (Sorhus, 1977) to 50%
(Erman & Warren, 2000) of language use (as cited in Martinez and Schmitt, 2012).

•

FSs support language recognition, meaning, and other functions.

•

FSs are processed faster than other creative parts of language.

•

FSs help L2 learners with their production and proficiency.

Furthermore, collocations play a significant role in developing language production and
reception because collocations help language learners make idiomatic choices, improve their
proficiency, increase their creative production, understand polysemous vocabulary, and thereby
better understand connotational meanings (Henriksen, 2013). However, even though collocations
are important in language learning, they are not easy to acquire. Instead, several researchers have
found that L2 learners encounter challenges when learning collocations even at the advanced
level (see Alzi’abi, 2017; Leśniewska, 2006; Hatami, 2015; Henriksen, 2013; Nesselhauf, 2003;
Rafieyan, 2018; Wray, 2002; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003). Particularly, several researchers
have found that Arabic learners of English demonstrated insufficient knowledge of collocations
despite their proficiency levels (see Abdellah, 2015; Ahmed, 2012; Alzi’abi, 2017; Banboua,
2016; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005;
Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003).
Because of this reason, many researchers have examined the variables that are associated
with the acquisition of L2 collocations, and they have hoped to find answers that could aid
language instructors and curriculum designers in understanding the complexity of learning
collocational structures of language. Based on current literature, there are many variables that
influence collocational acquisition. Therefore, three main variables that are significant in
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literature and that influence collocational acquisition have been identified within the current
study.
Language proficiency or vocabulary level size was found to be a strong indicator of
students’ collocational knowledge (see Al-Zahrani, 1998; Barfield, 2009; Bonk, 2002; Gyllstad,
2007; Mutlu & Kaslioglu, 2016; Nizonkiza, 2012; Peters, 2014, 2016; Sonbul, 2015; Webb et al.,
2013; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003). When researchers have taken into consideration the
challenges language learners usually face while acquiring collocations, they found evidence that
the most proficient language learners are likely to perform better on collocation tests. The
difficulty of acquiring collocations can be attributed to various reasons such as the lack of
noticing collocations, lack of input, semantic transparency, the complexity of syntax and lexis in
the L2 system, and the learners’ attitudes towards learning collocations (as many learners put
much effort in learning individual words and thereby, they ignore chunks) (Henriksen, 2013;
Henriksen & Staehr, 2009). More importantly, Henriksen (2013) pointed out that acquiring
collocations requires an intensive language exposure, which usually takes time to occur.
Therefore, there is no wonder that advanced learners usually perform better on collocation tests
since the ability to produce and recognize collocations requires time and exposure.
Exposure to the Target Language (TL) can be obtained through different resources such
as formal instruction and informal activities. Many researchers have stressed the need for explicit
teaching in order to develop the learners’ knowledge of collocations (Durrant & Schmitt, 2009;
Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Granger, 1998; Hinkel, 2019b). Informal exposure to the TL (e.g.,
watching TV, listening to music, reading, using social media, and interacting with NSs) has also
shown to have various benefits concerning collocational acquisition. Dörnyei et al. (2004)
pointed out that acquiring FSs is different than acquiring other language structures, which in a
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way explains why years of formal instruction do not matter for some advanced learners who
failed to attain nativelike proficiency. The acquisition of nativelike proficiency relies heavily on
immersion and daily interaction in the L2 community. In fact, there is not much research that
accounts for out of class activities in learning collocations since most of today’s literature relates
to a mixture of FSs’ forms (González & Schmitt, 2015). Ellis et al. (2008) ascribed the NSs’
strong sensitivity towards MWEs to their prolonged exposure to the language, whereas they
ascribed NNSs’ weak sensitivity towards MWEs to their limited exposure to the language.
Schmitt and Redwood (2011) have found a relationship between the informal exposure of the L2
language and the acquisition of L2 phrasal verbs. More specifically, Alharthi (2018) and
González and Schmitt (2015) have found that informal exposure was highly effective in the
production and recognition of collocations. In fact, researchers have found the degree of social
interaction in the L2 community to be a good indicator of the production of 3-word-sequences
(Adolphs & Durow, 2004).
What makes informal exposure distinct from formal exposure is the amount of practice it
offers to L2 learners. Based on the usage-based theories, exposure to the L2 through
communication and practice is paramount for language learning (Ellis & Wulff, 2020). This type
of exposure is affected by two essential aspects including frequency and practice (Ellis, 2007, as
cited in Ellis et al., 2008). Despite the importance of formal learning, it is mostly limited to a few
hours (Boers & Lindstromberg, 2012) or a specific curriculum implemented by educational
organizations. Relying solely on formal instruction might deprive the learners from encountering
a great number of authentic MWEs that are used outside the classroom. Additionally, informal
language exposure provides ample of opportunities to learn language structures such as MWEs
implicitly. Ellis and Wulff (2020) suggest that implicit learning is as important as explicit
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learning that occurs inside the classroom since a large part of L2 acquisition occurs incidentally.
Furthermore, informal exposure supports the concept of exemplar-based learning mentioned by
Ellis and Wulff (2020). They argued that a substantial portion of our language use is actually
formulaic, and that people recycle the phrases they learn from previous situations. In fact, the
activities that happen outside the classroom promote learning MWEs because they provide an
authentic source for those phrases, which might not be available in the classroom context.
Informal language exposure is particularly essential for learning MWEs more than single
words because of the unique nature and characteristics of MWEs. For example, collocations are
characterized by their rigid word order that cannot be changed (Hinkel, 2019b), which makes
acquiring them naturally in authentic situations and contexts more effective. In other words,
through informal exposure, learners can benefit from the frequent occurrences of language
constructions in their authentic context (Ellis, 2002), which accordingly facilitates an implicit
acquisition of the rigid order of collocations. Moreover, the structure of MWEs does not follow
grammatical rules; rather, it is determined by the way native speakers use their language (Pawley
& Syder, 1983). Wray (2008) defined FSs as words that have a strong relationship, which creates
their specific meaning. This is why their lexical components cannot be replaced by synonyms,
and therefore acquiring FSs through authentic and informal sources is quite beneficial.
Additionally, language learners and instructors should not ignore the substantial role of
motivation in language learning. As Dörnyei (1998) mentioned, “without sufficient motivation,
even individuals with the most remarkable abilities cannot accomplish long-term goals, and
neither are appropriate curricula and good teaching enough on their own to ensure student
achievement” (p. 117). Motivation has been a key topic in language learning, and therefore
researchers have conducted a considerable number of studies to investigate the role of motivation
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in SLA. For example, researchers have conducted a large number of studies in the Saudi context
to examine the role of motivation in learning English (Al Harthi, 2016; Alkaabi, 2016; Eusafzai,
2013; Massri, 2019). Overall, they have found Saudi learners to be motivated to learn English for
many different reasons such as socio-economic status and family encouragement. Moreover,
most of the studies were drawn from Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System (2005, 2009)
framework. Moskovsky et al. (2016) found that the Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to L2 self, and the
L2 Learning Experience are all good predictors of learning effort; especially, the Ideal L2 Self
(Al-Shehri, 2009). However, Massri (2019) and Moskovsky et al. (2016) could not find a
relationship between language achievement and motivation.
As far as I know, no researcher has examined the relationship between motivation and L2
collocational knowledge in the Saudi context. Even though there is a plethora of research that has
been conducted on motivation and language learning in general, little research has been
dedicated towards investigating the relationship between motivation and collocational
knowledge. A few studies related to motivation and collocational knowledge have investigated
the role of motivation in acquiring FSs and NLSs (Dörnyei et al., 2004; Foster et al., 2014;
Schmitt et al., 2004). These studies have found no relationship between motivation and FSs or
NLSs acquisition. Furthermore, there has been a dearth in published research that examines the
correlation between out of class activities and L2 collocational knowledge. Therefore, the current
study attempted to fill this gap in literature by exploring the relationship between L2
collocational knowledge and three main variables: (a) informal exposure of L2, (b) vocabulary
size level, and (c) motivation.
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Organization of the Study
This section explains the content of the five chapters that are in this study. Chapter one
has already introduced the topic by providing a brief theoretical background and by discussing
the purpose and significance of the current study and its research questions. Chapter two will
provide a comprehensive literature review on L2 collocations by including the definitions of
important terms and discussing the importance and challenges of learning collocations in the L2.
Also, chapter two will provide an overview of the main factors that affect L2 collocational
acquisition, and it will provide lists and discussions of valid and reliable collocational tests.
Furthermore, chapter two will provide an analysis of the empirical studies that examined L2
collocational knowledge in general and in the Arabic and the Saudi context in particular. Then,
chapter three will present the research design by discussing the research questions, context and
participants, instruments, data collection, and data analysis procedures. Chapter four will report
the study’s results by answering the research questions. Lastly, chapter five will present a
comprehensive analysis of the data, and it will discuss the pedagogical implications, limitations,
and recommendations.

14

Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction
There has been a limited consensus about what exactly formulaic language is (Wray,
2008). The notion of formulaic language has been understood as moments in language when
certain words are strongly linked to each other to create a specific meaning. In this case, only
certain words can be used but not their synonyms (Wray, 2008). For example, when people
normally speak, it is common to say, “out of the question” to indicate that something is beyond
consideration; yet, it would be uncommon to rephrase that same combination by saying “external
to the query” (Wray, 2008).
When Wray (2008) discussed the usage of idiomatic turns, she stated that idiomatic turns
are affected by the learners’ age, needs, and input. For instance, adult Foreign or Second
Language (FL/SL) Learners usually have different needs and inputs when compared to children
who are learning their first language. Due to these specific differences in each individual,
Kjellmer (1991, as cited in Wray, 2008) hypothesized that adult (FL/SL) learners are more
inclined to analyze input and consequently store fewer lexical units than children. Unlike
nonnative speakers who analyze the components of the combinations, native speakers store these
combinations as holistic chunks (Wray, 2002). Conversely, Durrant and Schmitt’s (2009) results
revealed that L2 learners are able to store word combinations as chunks; yet, their lack of
exposure to the target language is what affects their processing and retrieval. Furthermore,
Gyllstad and Wolter’s (2016) results showed that both Native Speakers (NSs) and advanced
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Non-Native Speakers (NNSs) processed free combinations and collocations at similar reaction
times.
If we look into the past, the concept of prefabricated language had not received attention
until the mid-1980s. One of the earliest reasons for the interest in prefabricated language was the
emergence of the lexico-grammar theory by Halliday and Sinclair, which has led to an increase
in “the syntagmatic investigation of lexis” (Granger, 1998, p. 145). In fact, Weinert (1995)
acknowledged the prevalence of the systematic and rule-governed approaches in the Second
Language Acquisition (SLA) field over the last two decades. These systematic and rule-governed
approaches were influenced by the Chomskyan linguistic paradigm (1965), which rejected the
notion of the holistic approach. Similarly, Pawley and Syder (1983) discussed the problem of
following the Chomskyan approach when they stated:
The problem we are addressing is that native speakers do not exercise the creative
potential of syntactic rules to anything like their full extent, and that, indeed, if they did
do so they would not be accepted as exhibiting nativelike control of the language. The
fact is that only a small proportion of the total set of grammatical sentences are nativelike
in form—in the sense of being readily acceptable to native informants as ordinary, natural
forms of expression, in contrast to expressions that are grammatical but are judged to be
“unidiomatic”, “odd” or “foreignisms”. (p. 193)
Other researchers in the field of sociolinguistics and applied linguistics have been
advocating the importance of ready-made chunks as an unanalyzed approach in language
production (e.g., Bolinger, 1976; Coulmas, 1979, 1981; VanLancker, 1975; Widdoson, 1984;
Yorio, 1980, as cited in Weinert, 1995). In particular, Peter (1983) and Nattinger and DeCarrico
(1992) stated that many people have underestimated the role of ready-made chunks in first and
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second language development, and they stated that formulaic language plays a crucial role in
second language development and teaching (as cited in Weinert, 1995). According to Pawley and
Syder (1983), formulaic language constitutes a vital part in native-like fluency because readymade chunks reduce the cognitive load as opposed to the rule-governed approach that requires a
novel generation of expressions.
What makes FSs unique is the way they are stored and retrieved in the long-term
memory. Wood (2002) emphasized the role of lexical units as an integral part in the acquisition
of first- and second language. In fact, Wood (2002) stated that lexical units are segmented from
the input and stored as a whole in the learners’ long-term memory; therefore, lexical units allow
for language production to happen without the restrictions of controlled processing and the
transitory capacity of short-term memory. Furthermore, according to Wood (2002), multiword
lexical units could include fixed phrases (e.g., on the other hand) and longer phrases, clauses, or
sentence-building frames such as the bigger, the better. It should be noted here that holistic
processing of these strings of units does reduce the learners’ awareness of the discrete
constituents; yet, it does not prevent them from reanalyzing the whole unit (Wray, 2012). Indeed,
collocational processing is one of the research areas that does not have a substantial amount of
published research since most of the studies currently conducted on multiword units processing,
especially in the L2 field, focus on idioms (Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016). Therefore, this chapter
will present a comprehensive literature review on collocations, their importance in the L2 field,
and the challenges the L2 learners usually encounter when acquiring collocations. Furthermore,
the current chapter will discuss the empirical results on this topic, and it will particularly focus
on the Arabic and the Saudi context.
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Theoretical Framework of the Study
Three major SLA theories, hypotheses, and approaches direct the framework of this
study. They include the frequency approach (McEnery & Wilson, 2001; Sinclair, 1991, as cited
in Nguyen & Webb, 2017), Ellis’s (2002) usage–based theories, and Dörnyei’s (2009) L2
motivational self-system framework. The two tests used to collect the data in the current study
were Webb et al.’s (2017) Form A of the updated Vocabulary Levels Test and Gyllstad’s
COLLEX and COLLMATCH tests. To develop the materials for those tests, the researchers
relied on corpus linguistic analysis, and specifically on the frequency approach. For instance, the
items in Webb et al.’s (2017) test were taken from the word lists on Nation’s (2012) British
National Corpus/ Corpus of Contemporary American English (BNC/COCA) databases, which
were extracted based on their frequency. Furthermore, the items in Gyllstad’s COLLEX and
COLLMATCH tests were taken from the BNC based on their frequency. In fact, the definition of
collocations is based on two approaches including the phraseological approach (Cowie, 1994;
Howarth, 1996; Nesselhauf, 2005, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017) that focuses on the
semantic transparency and restriction of collocations, and the frequency-based approach
(McEnery & Wilson, 2001; Sinclair, 1991, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017) that focuses on
frequency occurrence of the collocations in language corpora.
According to McEnery and Xiao (2011), the importance of corpus data is derived from its
practical use because it provides intuitions of a considerable number of speakers which makes it
more objective than the other methods. The use of corpora has been extended to cover several
fields of study in SLA including lexical studies, translations studies, grammatical studies, and
discourse analysis studies (McEnery & Xiao, 2011). Particularly, corpora play a fundamental
role in lexical studies based on the machine-readable feature that helps researchers extract
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authentic examples of lexical items in a short time (McEnery and Xiao, 2011). Most importantly,
researchers can extract the lexical items based on their frequency. Some of the indirect usages of
corpora in SLA comprises syllabus and materials design, language testing, and teacher
development (McEnery and Xiao, 2011). Currently, corpora have been widely used in
developing test materials that examine the learners’ lexical knowledge because corpora use real,
authentic, and frequent language data, which in turn makes the tests’ materials more valid and
reliable.
Despite the many benefits of corpora and the frequency approach, there are some
concerns. Adolphs and Durow (2004) stated that cut-off point of judging the qualification of FSs
is arbitrary, and therefore it is not compatible with the traditional approach that employs “preformulaticity” as a psycholinguistic criterion. For instance, by using the frequency approach,
Adolphs and Durow found some highly frequent FSs (e.g., the the the) that were not considered
as pre-formulated based on the researchers’ intuition. According to Moon (1998) some phrases
that are deemed meaningful chunks based on the intuition approach might not occur in the
frequency search, or may occur with low frequency (as cited in Adolphs & Durow, 2004). In
addition, Schmitt and Meara (1997) stated that the frequency approach is not quite reliable since
they found a discrepancy in the participants’ vocabulary size scores in their study. Specifically,
they found that the high frequency words were not fully learned before the low frequency ones,
which is a criterion usually used to develop most of the vocabulary tests to measure the learners’
vocabulary size level.
The concept of informal exposure can be ascribed to the notion of language acquisition
developed by Krashen (1981). The acquisition learning hypothesis or input hypothesis indicates
that adult L2 learners acquire the language through subconscious acquisition which leads to
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language fluency. According to Krashen, subconscious acquisition to the L2 is different from the
conscious learning that occurs in formal classroom and it is indeed superior in its long-term
effects (Krashen, 1981, as cited in Brown, 2014). Despite the prominent use of this hypothesis in
the field of SLA, it has received sharp criticism. For example, McLughin (1978, 1990a) argued
that the distinction between subconscious and conscious processes is vague and weak (as cited in
Brown, 2014). Input plays a vital role in the SLA process since it constitutes the resource from
which L2 learners derive their information about the target language whether through formal
learning (e.g., teachers’ talk and textbook) or through informal resources such as audiovisual
technologies, news, magazines, and media (Brown, 2014). According to the input hypothesis,
acquisition results from implicit exposure to the target language through listening or reading,
while learning occurs through explicit instruction of the target language’s grammar and
vocabulary. Krashen’s hypothesis claimed that the development in language proficiency will
only occur through acquisition, and not through the formal learning (Horwitz, 2013).
Specifically, the acquisition of MWEs through informal language exposure is related to
the notion of explicit vs. implicit learning developed by Ellis (2002, as cited in Ellis, 2015). Ellis
(2015) defined implicit learning as the “acquisition of knowledge about the underlying structure
of a complex stimulus environment by a process which takes place naturally, simply and without
conscious operations” (p. 2). Implicit learning is related to the usage-based theories of language
acquisition in which learning occurs through communication and the use of language (Ellis,
2015). Ellis believes that implicit leaning is sensitive to language frequency in which learners
acquire the high frequent forms and patterns more easily than the less frequent forms. In fact,
Durrant and Schmitt (2009) analyzed the use of collocations in the writing of native and nonnative English speakers. They have found that non-native speakers used high-frequency

20

collocations extensively and underused the low-frequency collocations. Conversely, native
speakers relied heavily on the low-frequency collocations. These results lend support to the
usage-based theories in which L2 learners are more sensitive to the high-frequency constructions
of the target language. Additionally, the acquisition of MWEs through informal language
exposure is also related to the concept of exemplar-based learning mentioned by Ellis and Wulff
(2020), which claims that a large part of language is formulaic, and that people usually recycle
the phrases they learned through past experiences. It would be ideal for language learners to
acquire and practice MWEs through informal exposure as it is deemed an authentic source of
language input, especially for MWEs. This is because MWEs do not follow the language
grammatical rules; rather, they follow native speakers’ use and intuition (Pawley & Syder, 1983).
Regarding the psychological theories, three theories are the most prominent in the SLA
field: Self-Determination theory (SDT), L2 Motivational Self-System (L2MSS), and Social
Cognitive Theory (Lamb, 2017). First, in 1985, Deci and Ryan developed SDT, and since then
researchers in different fields have actively employed SDT. Specifically, researchers have based
SDT off of the binary distinction between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Furthermore, within
SDT’s framework, there are three main dimensions: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (as
cited in Lamb, 2017). Next, Bandura (1997) formulated the social cognitive theory that supports
the role of self-evaluation as a learning strategy and that introduces the self-efficacy concept.
Specifically, learners can benefit from self-efficacy beliefs through successful experiences,
comparisons with people, and other people’s judgments (as cited in Lamb, 2017). Thirdly,
Dörnyei (2009) developed the L2MSS, which theorizes that the role of the future L2 self is to
motivate students to perform better in their academic studies. Dörnyei (2009) described the L2
Motivational Self System as follows:
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A major reformation of previous motivational thinking by its explicit utilisation of
psychological theories of the self, yet its roots are firmly set in previous research in the
L2 field. Indeed, L2 motivation researchers have always believed that a foreign language
is more than a mere communication code that can be learnt similarly to other academic
subjects, and have therefore typically adopted paradigms that linked the L2 to the
individual’s personal ‘core,’ forming an important part of one’s identity. Thus, proposing
a system that explicitly focuses on aspects of the individual’s self is compatible with the
whole-person perspective of past theorising. (p. 9)
Then, Dörnyei based his framework off of the concept of “integrativeness/integrative
motivation” formulated by Gardner and Lambert in 1959, the concept of “possible selves”
proposed by Markus and Nurius in 1986, and the concept of “future self-guides” developed by
Higgins and his associates in 1985, 1987, 1994, and 1998 (Dörnyei, 2009). On the one hand,
through these theories, Dörnyei cautioned learners to not mix the meaning of self-guides with the
meaning of goals since goals refer to the human actions that are caused by specific purposes
(which are contradictorily based on certain goals). However, on the other hand, Dörnyei stated
that the meaning of self-guides derives from the meaning of possible selves, which is a set of
“images and senses, approximating what people actually experience when they are engaged in
motivated or goal-directed behavior” (p. 15). Dörnyei further explained the important role of
imagery/imagination in the concept of possible selves. In fact, in 1985, Paivio developed the
cognitive functions of imagery that ultimately influenced the concept of mental imagery (which
can produce motivational power).
Dörnyei (2009) stated that adding the self-guides (e.g., the Ideal and the Ought Selves) to
his framework is what makes it broad and more suitable for analyzing learners’ L2 motivation.
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Particularly, he supported the influential role of imagery, which led him to integrate the concept
of possible selves into his framework. Thus, he mentioned that “learning is a sustained and often
tedious process with lots of temporary ups and downs, and I felt that the secret of successful
learners was their possession of a superordinate vision that kept them on track” (p. 25). He
justified adding the learning experience component when he explained the nature of the learning
process as some learners are not actually motivated by their internal or external self-images;
instead, they are motivated by their engagement with the learning process.
Dörnyei’s framework consists of three main components: The Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to
L2 self, and the L2 Learning Experience. The Ideal L2 Self refers to the learners’ personal vision
that derives from their own vision as future competent users of the language, whereas the Oughtto L2 Self refers to the learners’ future vision that is influenced by other peoples’ beliefs of how
they should use the language (Lamb, 2017). In fact, Dörnyei (2009) pointed out that the Ideal L2
Self actually motivates learners to acquire the L2 since it decreases the difference between the
learners’ actual and ideal selves. Moreover, the Ought-to L2 Self is interwoven with the concerns
and expectations that learners believe they should possess in order to avoid any negative
consequence (Dörnyei, 2009). Lastly, the L2 Learning Experience is intertwined with the
learners’ attitudes and experiences towards the actual learning process (e.g., the effects of the
teachers, peers, or curriculum) (Dörnyei, 2009). However, some researchers have criticized this
framework because it places too much emphasis on the learners’ future selves, while it ignores
the other motivational components such as identity (Lamb, 2017). Specifically, when the learners
develop their identity by using the L2 with their own voice, it makes the students feel more
comfortable (Block, 2007, as cited in Lamb, 2017).
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Defining Multiword Units/Formulaic Language
Hinkel (2019a) stated, “The definitions of idioms, collocations, and phrasal expressions
vary in different schools of thought” (p. 8); therefore, there is no consensus on one definition, but
all these terms can go under one linguistic concept, which is known as multiword units.
Specifically, Wood (2002) defined multiword units as “the units of language that are stored in
long-term memory as if they were single lexical units” (p. 2). Moon (1997) pointed out that there
are different forms and names of multi-word units, and she specifically described them as
“unruly collection of names” that led to indefinite results (p. 43). Also, Moon (1997) defined
multi-word items as vocabulary items that consist of “a sequence of two or more words (a word
being simply an orthographic unit)”; therefore, multi-word items “semantically or syntactically
form meaningful and inseparable multiword units that are the results of lexical (and semantic)
processes of fossilization and word-formation, rather than the results of the operation of
grammatical rules” (p. 43).
Then, when Moon (1997) proposed how to distinguish between holistic multi-word units
and other word combinations, she mentioned three specific types of criteria: institutionalization,
fixedness, and non-compositionality. She said that institutionalization refers to the degree of
conventions in the language, whereas fixedness is the degree of predictability, inflection, and
frozenness of the sequence of words, and non-compositionality relates to the degree of
interpretation and holistic meaning as well as the grammar and pragmatic function of multi-word
items. Moon (1997) listed different types of multi-word items including compounds, phrasal
verbs, idioms, fixed phrases, and prefabs. In fact, there is no limit to the number of multi-word
units, and thus they constitute a large portion of the native speakers’ language. When Moon
(1997) explained two main models of multi-word items, she namely discussed semantic-based
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and syntax-based models, and she noted that semantic-based models focus on identifying the
degree of compositionality, whereas syntax-based models focus on the grammatical structure of
the language.
Wray (2002, 2008) was the first person to explain the notion of formulaic language in
depth. Recently, researchers have adopted and used formulaic language as an umbrella term,
which covers many categories such as collocations, idioms, lexical bundles, sentence stems, and
fixed sequences (as cited in Weinert, 2010). Specifically, Wray (2013) defined formulaic
language as “sequences of words that are in some regard not entirely predictable” because of
three main reasons: (a) their meanings can be “wildly or subtly different from the words they
contain,” (b) their meanings can only function with all of their constituent parts, and (c) their
meanings are morphologically and syntactically non-canonical (p.317).
Then, other researchers have also classified MWEs. For example, Boers and
Lindstromberg (2012) listed many types of FSs including collocations (e.g., running water),
exclamations (e.g., what the heck), idioms (e.g., jump the gun), and discourse organizers (e.g., on
the other hand). There are different types of FSs such as:
idioms (if life deals you with lemons make lemonade), figurative expressions (to freeze to
the spot), pragmatic formulas (have a nice day), discourse markers (let me see now),
lexicalized sentence stems (this means that…), and collocations (rough crossing,
remotely clear). (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009b; Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2004; Wood, 2010;
Wray, 2002, as cited in Henriksen, 2013, p. 29)
Defining Collocations
As mentioned in the previous section, Henriksen (2013) noted that collocations are a
subset of the umbrella category called FSs. According to Hinkel (2019a), Palmer had coined the
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term collocations in 1933, yet it did not become noticeably prevalent until the 1950s.
Nevertheless, Hinkel (2019a) defined collocations as words that often occur together but with
flexible and variable components (e.g., take place/part/a test/a break, ready to go/ start/ close
[verb], easy to learn, give advice/suggestion(s), at a discount/receive a discount, hard-earned
money/hard-won success/ hard-won victory) (p. 7). Then, Wolter and Yamashita (2015) defined
collocations as “lexical patterns that are dictated more by convention within the language than by
grammatical or purely semantic restrictions” (p.1193). Particularly, Howarth (1998) defined
collocations as “combinations of words with a syntactic function as constituents of sentences
(such as noun or prepositional phrases or verb and object constructions)” (p. 24). Also, according
to Leśniewska (2006), collocations are “word combinations such as bitterly cold or commit
murder, that is phrases which are more restricted than free combinations (very cold) and less
restricted than idioms (get the cold shoulder)” (p.1). In fact, language learners or language
instructors can notice that there is an obvious variation in how researchers define collocations.
Mainly, two traditions have been used to define collocations (Barfield & Gyllstad, 2009).
On the one hand, researchers (Cowie, 1994; Howarth, 1996; Nesselhauf, 2005, as cited in
Nguyen & Webb, 2017) have used the phraseological approach (Cowie, 1994; Howarth, 1996;
Nesselhauf, 2005, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017) to define collocations as restricted
combinations—which are different from free combinations that are semantically transparent. For
instance, good fortune is a collocation caused by the words restricted co-occurrence as fortune
always collocates with good and not with nice or pleasant. According to Moon (1997), restricted
collocations are “cases where certain words occur almost entirely in the co-text of one or two
other words, or of a narrow set of words” (p. 43). Researchers (McEnery & Wilson, 2001;
Sinclair, 1991) have used the frequency-based approach to define collocations as word
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combinations that frequently co-occur with each other; usually, researchers have measured cooccurrence by using learners’ Mutual Information (MI) scores and t scores or z scores (as cited in
Nguyen & Webb, 2017).
Howarth (1996) and Nesselhauf (2003) identified three kinds of verb-noun combinations,
namely, free, restricted, and idiomatic (as cited in Revier & Henriksen, 2006). However, two
interrelated features manipulate the degree in which these verb-noun combinations vary: (1)
semantic opacity, and (2) lexical substitutability. First, semantic opacity has been defined as the
degree where the meaning of the individual components deviates from their literal meaning.
Then, lexical substitutability has been defined as the lexical relationship among the units in
which the restrictions placed on substituting one element do not change the meaning of the other
elements (Howarth, 1996, as cited in Revier & Henriksen, 2006). In short, Revier and Henriksen
(2006) explained the frequency-based approach as “frequency and statistics [that] are intrinsic
ingredients in the analysis of textual instantiations of collocation,” and they explained the
phraseological approach as “work on collocations [that] is guided by syntactic and semantic
analyses, largely inspired by Russian and continental European work on phraseology” (p. 3).
However, there has been a recent interest in combining both views since each approached
complement one another. For instance, Henriksen (2013) mentioned that some researchers start
their researching process with the frequency approach so that they can first identify frequent
combinations; then, they use the phraseological approach so that they can exclude and include
combinations that are based on word pair analysis (Henriksen, 2013).
Distinguishing Collocations from Other Categories
Although Wray (2009) noted that the features ascribed to formulaic language can also be
applied to collocations, and vice versa, she also acknowledged that the boundary between the
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two categories can be hard to find. Sinclair (1987) proposed two principles of lexical
interpretation, namely, the open choice principle, and the idiom principle. According to Sinclair
(1987), in the open choice principle, choices are open to fill in the slots in the texts without
restraints, and thereby any word can be used as long as it follows the grammatical rule; then, on
the contrary, the idiom principle places more restriction on the lexical choices that are based on
the register—which can be seen in the simultaneous choice of two words. In fact, Sinclair (1987)
placed collocations under the idiom principle. Therefore, the open choice principle and the idiom
principle are incompatible because they each serve different categorical areas. Also, Sinclair
discussed the node-collocate approach in which the term node refers to the word being studied,
and the term collocate refers to the word that often occurs with the node. This approach includes
two opposite types of collocations: downward collocation where A is the node and B is the
collocate, and upward collocation, which entails the opposite. According to Sinclair, upward
collocations are less influential than downward collocations because upward collocations
significantly correlate to grammatical patterns while downward collocations correlate to
semantic analysis.
Benson et al. (1986, as cited in Bahns and Eldaw, 1993) distinguished between
collocations and idioms by explaining the differences between the two categories. On the one
hand, they mentioned how idioms are characterized as frozen expressions (i.e., expressions that
cannot be expressed by the meaning of their exact component parts; for example, to scream blue
murder means to complain very loudly). Although, on the other hand, Benson et al. explained
that a collocation is a loosely fixed combination in which the meaning reflects each individual
part such as to commit murder. According to Gitasaki (1999, as cited in Fan, 2009), there are
three main categories of collocations: (1) lexical, (2) semantic, and (3) structural. First, the
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lexical approach focuses on the meaning of the words at the lexical level. Secondly, the semantic
approach focuses on the meaning of the words based on the semantic properties of the lexical
items. Thirdly, the structural approach provides a more comprehensive perspective because it
considers the lexical and grammatical aspects of collocations. As Hinkel (2019b) stated,
collocations consist of two major components including a pivot word (i.e., the main word in the
collocation that drives the meaning of the whole collocation), and an accompanying word(s) that
usually precedes or follows the pivot word. Shin and Nation (2008, as cited in Hinkel, 2019b)
claimed that the most frequent 100 pivot words in collocations constitute 53% of the English
spoken discourse, while the top 200 pivot words in collocations constitute 70% of the English
spoken discourse.
Biskup (1992) and Fan (2009) have explained the meanings of grammatical and lexical
collocations. For instance, Biskup (1992) categorized collocations into two principal classes—
namely, grammatical and lexical collocations—while Fan (2009) described the differences
between grammatical collocations and lexical collocations when he stated that “grammatical
collocations consist of ‘a dominant word—noun, adjective/participle, verb—and a preposition or
a grammatical construction, while lexical collocations have structures such as ‘verb + noun,
adjective + noun, noun + verb, noun + noun, adverb + adjective, [and] adverb + verb” (p.111).
According to Biskup (1992), collocations have two main characteristics: relative fixedness and
non-idiomaticity. However, the degree of semantic transparency also significantly helps
distinguish types of collocations. Collocations can be fully transparent (e.g., take the money),
semi-transparent (e.g., take a course), and non-transparent (e.g., take sides). In fact, some
researchers (e.g., Heniksen, 2013) have called for more attention on semi-transparent
collocations because they are more problematic for L2 learners as their meanings cannot be

29

easily understood in comparison to their literal meanings partially because they are not as salient
as the non-transparent collocations.
To help distinguish the aspects of collocations, many researchers have proposed specific
criteria such as flexibility, compositionality, and productivity (Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992, as
cited in Henriksen, 2013), as well as institutionalization, memorization, restriction, and
semantically opaque units (Cowie & Howarth, 1996, as cited in Henriksen, 2013). Furthermore,
according to Henriksen (2013), collocations are also categorized into arbitrary and motivated
structures. On the one hand, arbitrary structures refer to certain structures that native speakers
prefer to use (Henriksen, 2013), whereas motivated structures refer to combinatory options that
are analyzed with semantic or formal criteria. Then, Henriksen identified two types of motivated
structures as semantically motivated structures—which are analyzed by etymological sources
(e.g., weeding out)—and as formally motivated structures—which are analyzed through
alliteration and assonance (e.g., tell a tale or say a prayer). Interestingly, knowing the difference
between arbitrary structures and motivated structures can lead to a better understanding of
collocations and thereby can also influence language teaching methods. For example, Henriksen
(2013) stated that rote learning seems ideal to teach arbitrary collocations, whereas analytic
approaches seem ideal to teach semantic collocations.
Importance of Learning Collocations in L2
The recent attention towards FSs stems from their role in attaining language fluency and
native-like selection. Pawley and Syder (1983) stressed the importance of learning the spoken
and written language produced by native speakers in everyday life. Even when learners produce
grammatically correct sentences, their sentences might deviate from the native speakers’
selection and thereby become unnatural (Pawley & Syder, 1983). For example, it is natural to
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say, “I'm so glad you could bring Harry,” yet it is unnatural to say, “that Harry could be brought
by you makes me so glad” (Pawley & Syder, 1983, p. 195). Although the latter sentence follows
the rules of grammar, it is still considered unidiomatic or unnatural because native speakers do
not say it that way. Therefore, learning ready-made-expressions should not be considered the
opposite of creativity. As Pawley and Syder (1983) supportively explained:
Memorized sentences and phrases are the normal building blocks of fluent spoken
discourse, and at the same time, that they provide models for the creation of many
(partly) new sequences which are memorable and in their turn enter the stock of familiar
usages. (p. 208)
When Cowie (1992) discussed multiword units, he stated that without controlling the use
of multiword units, it is difficult for L2 learners to reach the native speakers’ level either in
writing or speaking. Accordingly, Granger (1998) stressed the need for teaching prefabricated
language such as collocations and sentence builders to language learners in general and to EFL
learners in particular as EFL learners usually have less exposure to the target language.
Meanwhile, Granger (1998) advocated for the teaching of prefabricated patterns as well as
creative patterns. Furthermore, according to Howarth (1998), mastering collocations help
language learners produce native-like academic writing that is clear, precise, and lacks
ambiguity. In fact, teaching multiword units in language classrooms has had a vital role in
developing language learners’ comprehension and production skills. As Martinez and Schmitt
(2012) listed, there are four reasons of why formulaic sequences are essential in language
development: (1) they are widespread in language use since they occupy 20% (Sorhus, 1977) to
50% (Erman & Warren, 2000) of the discourse; (2) they support the recognition of language
meaning and functions; (3) they have a processing advantage over the language forms that are
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creatively generated; and, (4) they can improve the L2 learners language production and
proficiency.
Moreover, researchers (Howarth, 1996; Wray, 2000, as cited in Alali & Schmitt, 2012)
have ascribed the difficulty in reaching a high level of language proficiency to learners’ lack of
formulaic language knowledge and use. In fact, AlHassan and Wood (2015) discussed the vital
role of FSs in developing the L2 learners’ proficiency since L2 learners can use FSs as frames to
compose writing tasks that have been assigned to them. Ellis et al. (2008) conducted three
experiments that explored how formulaicity can affect the accuracy and fluency of processing
FSs in both native and nonnative advanced learners. They used a variety of tasks that targeted
different language processing skills such as spoken and written, and production and
comprehension. Interestingly, their results indicated that length, frequency, and mutual
information (MI) of formulaicity affected processing skills. However, the degree that length,
frequency, or MI affects language learners was different in each population. Conclusively, the
results showed that NSs were mostly influenced by the MI, while NNSs were influenced by the
frequency of the FSs. Ellis et al. attributed the difference between NSs and NNSs to the amount
of exposure and practice to FSs. Furthermore, the amount of exposure to FSs is extremely high
for NSs than for NNSs so even advanced L2 learners who have been exposed to the target
language for a long time might not experience—in terms of processing as well as production—
all of the FSs that NSs frequently experience.
Boers and Lindstromberg (2012) found a correlation between the learners’ repertoire of
multiword expressions and their language proficiency. According to Boers and Lindstromberg
(2012), researchers have claimed that the learners’ knowledge of multiword lexis correlates to
their general proficiency (Keshavarz & Salimi, 2007), speaking proficiency (Boers et al, 2006;
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Hsu & Chiu, 2008; Stengers et al., 2010, 2011), and their overall writing skills (Dai & Ding,
2010). Likewise, Rafieyan (2018) analyzed an effective FSs teaching technique, and the
relationship between learning FSs and the learners’ language proficiency (i.e., low intermediate,
intermediate, and high intermediate). In this intervention study, Rafieyan required the students
to read a book that contained a large number of FSs. After the intervention, they took a pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up test. Specifically, the tests were in a form of oral-production discourse,
which Bardovi-Harlig et al. (2015) taught (as cited in Rafieyan, 2018). Conclusively, the
research revealed that the knowledge of FSs is a key determiner of language proficiency.
As many researchers (Li & Schmitt, 2010; Qi & Ding, 2011, as cited in Boers &
Lindstromberg, 2012) have suggested, the results of longitudinal studies indicate that the
development of MWEs is slow. In fact, even when these expressions become a part of the
learners’ receptive knowledge, they fail to use them in their production (Bardovi-Harlig, 2009;
Laufer & Waldman, 2011; Siyanova & Schmitt, 2007; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010, as cited in
Boers and Lindstromberg, 2012). Therefore, integrating MWEs in L2 Curriculum is very
important so that L2 learners can better acquire the second language. Martinez and Murphy
(2011) conducted a study on EFL adult learners to test the assertion that second language
learners might not notice some kinds of high frequent words in their reading. Specifically, two
short reading texts were used: one with 2,000 high frequency words; and another with the same
number of words, although it contained idiomatic expressions.
The research revealed many key conclusions. First, the learners’ knowledge of MWEs
affected their reading comprehension. Secondly, the learners had significant decreases in their
comprehension scores that were based on the texts that contained the idiomatic expressions.
Thirdly, the learners overestimated their understanding of the functions of MWEs by either
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misunderstanding or not noticing them, which therefore indicates that L2 learners might believe
that they understand idiomatic expressions when in reality they do not fully understand them.
Furthermore, when learners overestimate their understanding of MWEs and are unaware of them
in texts, it explicitly indicates a strong need for teaching MWEs. Lastly, the research also
revealed that the learners’ lack of knowledge about MWEs negatively affected their reading
comprehension scores.
According to Vasiljevic (2014), collocations constitute a crucial part in the learners’
competence skills such as lexical and communicative competencies. Specifically, the
significance of collocations manifests in communications. Accordingly, collocations aid L2
learners to communicate efficiently with native speakers by helping them convey their messages
with limited, yet effective expressions (Lewis, 1997, as cited in Pei, 2008). In fact, producing
erroneous collocations in the L2 writing increased the burden of processing for NSs and
therefore led to slower reading speed (Millar, 2011, as cited in Henriksen, 2013). Moreover,
Henriksen (2013) listed five reasons of why collocational competence is important for language
production and reception: (1) collocations help learners make idiomatic choices, (2) collocations
help learners develop language fluency, (3) collocations help learners increase creative
production by utilizing cognitive energy, (4) collocations help learners understand the meanings
of polysemous words, and (5) collocations help learners recognize connotational meanings.
Particularly, collocations play a substantial role in SLA.
Supportively, Hinkel (2019b) asserted that there has been a consensus in the field of
language teaching and research regarding the importance of using collocations because they are
quite essential in language comprehension and production. In fact, among all the subdivided
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parts of multiword units, Farghal and Obiedat (1995) stressed the importance of collocations in
teaching the target language, especially in the EFL context. They stated:
It should also be noted that these stable collocations are as important as, if not more
important than, idioms. Thus, the teaching of idioms like 'pull a fast one' or 'play fast and
loose' when introducing the lexical item 'fast' is not by any means superior to teaching
'fast color' or 'fast friend', because synonyms are readily available for idioms, whereas
they are usually not for collocations. (p. 322)
Fargal and Obiedat’s (1995) study yielded similar results to Howarth’s (1998) study in
which Howarth also found restricted collocations to be more problematic for L2 learners than
idioms and free combinations. While Durrant and Schmitt (2009) analyzed the extent to which
native and non-native writers use collocations, they particularly focused their analysis on strong
collocations. During their research, Durrant and Schmitt not only considered the individual
variability among the texts, but they also used frequency information methods to analyze the
collected data. The findings revealed that non-native writers relied heavily on high-frequency
collocations; however, they underused the low-frequency collocations when compared to the
native speakers. More specifically, the results showed that NSs relied on collocations with high
MI scores.
Conclusively, the research findings indicate that L2 language exposure influences NNSs’
ability to use of collocations, which explicitly presents a need for collocational teaching.
Furthermore, NNSs detrimentally underuse the low frequency collocations (which are often used
by NSs), whereas they conversely overuse the high frequency collocations. As a result, the
research indicates that the irregular usage of low frequency collocations and high frequency
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collocations leads to the L2 learners’ inability to properly write idiomatically (i.e., it leads to
unidiomatic writing).
Challenges of Learning Collocations in L2
Multi-word items pose challenges for both teachers and learners (Moon, 1997).
Specifically, the problem with teaching and learning multi-word items stems from their noncompositional nature in which their holistic meanings need to be comprehended (Moon, 1997).
According to Moon (1997), these challenges are caused by several factors such as sociocultural
connotations and associations. Similarly, as Peters (2016) and Barfield and Gyllstad (2009)
stated, acquiring collocations is one of the challenging tasks for L2 learners. Likewise, Henriksen
and Staehr (2009) also discussed the challenging effects that learners, teachers, and researchers
encounter when acquiring collocational knowledge. The challenges that learners encounter
include the lack of noticing, the lack of sufficient input, the detrimental increase of focusing on
individual words instead of chunks—which makes linking words together difficult—the
collocations’ degree of transparency, the amount of decontextualized vocabulary instruction, and
the learners’ types of attitudes towards learning—as attitudes are indicated through the quantity
of vocabulary instead of quality of vocabulary.
Similarly, as the challenges of learning collocations are to learners, teachers also face
many obstacles, however the challenges pertain to teaching collocations. These obstacles that
teachers encounter include the difficulty of developing pedagogical tools that raise the learners’
awareness of collocations, and the difficulty of choosing appropriate methods to teach
collocations. In addition, the challenges that researchers encounter while they investigate the
development of L2 collocational knowledge include the describing of their discoveries, the
describing of their theoretical assumptions, the methodological problems in research design, and
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the scarcity of specific learning models that target collocations—which makes examining the L2
learners’ gains and processes difficult.
In fact, conventionalized recurrent expressions such as collocations are challenging for
many L2 learners, even the advanced ones (Alzi’abi, 2017; Hatami, 2015; Henriksen, 2013;
Leśniewska, 2006; Nesselhauf, 2003; Rafieyan, 2018; Wray, 2002; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah,
2003). Henriksen (2013) pointed out that developing the learners’ collocational competence is a
complex task since it requires intensive language exposure in addition to regular consolidation
through repetition. Some of the main causes of collocational challenges stem from the lack of
exposure to the target language, the learners’ tendency of focusing on single words more than
chunks, the nature of semantic transparency, the lack of awareness of collocations, and the
complexity of syntax and lexis in the TL (Henriksen, 2013). Despite the importance of
collocations, some teachers have underestimated the benefits from explicitly teaching them
because they believe that the learners will acquire collocations gradually as their vocabulary
develops.
Furthermore, Henrisksen (2013) listed aspects of formal instruction that hamper many
teachers’ abilities to teach collocations such as the lack of appropriate teaching materials and the
use of the communicative approach (which undermines the form-focused or contrastive analysis
approach) in teaching. L2 learners usually produce erroneous constructions that violate the
conventions of the target language or that are infrequently used in the English discourse (e.g.,
fast wind instead of strong wind) (Hinkel, 2002, 2003, 2005, 2009; Shin & Nation, 2008, as cited
in Hinkel, 2019b). The cultural aspect plays an important role in acquiring these expressions
since the learners’ L1 and culture might interfere with the learning process (Hinkel, 2014, as
cited in Hinkel, 2019b). Another challenge relates to the lack of attention on collocations in
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teaching materials (Hinkel, 2019b). Due to the specific structure of these multiword expressions,
they require more effort to memorize and use them efficiently. Thus, researchers (Bores, 2000;
Bores & Lindstromberg, 2008, 2009; Nation et al., 2016, as cited in Hinkel, 2019b) have
believed that shorter collocational formulas are easier to memorize than longer collocational
formulas. Despite the occurrence of collocations in the spoken and written discourse, they are
usually hard to notice by the L2 learners (Hinkel, 2019b). Therefore, developing collocational
knowledge requires time and exposure.
Another challenging part of learning collocations and multiword units is their
polysemous nature (Hinkel, 2019b). Many words in English have multiple meanings and the
more meanings these words have, the more frequent they are (e.g., take and make). The rigid
word order in specific collocations and multiword units are one of the reasons that make
collocations difficult for learners to acquire. For example, someone can say on the other hand,
but not the other or one. Additionally, collocations’ lexical components are unlikely to be
replaced even when the phrases have transparent meanings such as heavy wind and strong wind
(Hinkel, 2019b). More specifically, collocations with prepositions are usually complex and
thereby create a real struggle for L2 learners even at the advanced level. According to Hinkel
(2019b), this hindrance is because of the complex nature of prepositions as (1) they do not follow
grammar or vocabulary rules, (2) they function differently in language contexts, and (3) their
meanings are often unpredictable (Hinkel, 2019b). Li and Schmitt (2009) acknowledged the
challenge L2 learners usually face to learn lexical phrases and their tendency to overuse a limited
number of phrases due to their lack of enough phrasal repertoire. Then, Ellis et al. (2008)
discussed the challenges that even advanced learners encounter when they are acquiring
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nativelike collocations and idiomaticity in the second language; thus, they especially championed
instructional approaches that focus on prefabricated language.
When Smith (2016) conducted a study on L2 children and their acquisition of Multiword
Phrases (MWPs), she found that L2 children’s reading comprehension skills are affected by their
amount of knowledge of MWPs; therefore, Smith recommended teaching MWPs explicitly,
especially non-transparent type. However, Wray (2009) ascribed the difficulty of learning
collocations to the teaching materials that prioritize the regular collocational patterns over the
irregular collocational patterns. As a result, learners easily notice transparent collocational
patterns that can be learned word by word. Although, because of their late exposure to language
opacity and irregularity, language learners encounter problems when acquiring irregular
collocational patterns. Furthermore, according to Wray (2008), there is a correlation between the
misunderstanding of the difference of productive and receptive knowledge, and the struggle of
learning collocation. Particularly, the learners’ receptive knowledge of collocations does not
necessarily transfer to their ability of using them; thus, Wray recommended narrowing the gap
between the learners receptive and productive knowledge instead of repeating information the
learners already know. One of the reasons of the learners’ limited knowledge of collocations can
be ascribed to the fact that the development of collocations is relatively slow (Altenberg &
Granger, 2001; Laufer & Waldman, 2011, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017).
Interestingly, Nguyen and Webb (2017) found some collocation types to be more
problematic than other collocation types for language learners. As Benson et al. (1997) noted,
collocations consist of two categories and are subdivided into seven or eight types. The
difference between the two categories stems from the addition of prepositions or grammatical
structures (e.g., clauses and infinitives) (as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017). Then, Nesselhauf
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(2005, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017) found verb-noun and adjective-noun types to be the
most challenging among the other types of lexical collocations. Specifically, Nesselhauf (2003)
discovered that verbs are the most problematic part in verb-noun collocations, so she suggested
making the learners aware of the fact that when people use these combinations the verbs cannot
be used freely. In contrast, a considerable number of the empirical collocational studies
conducted in the Arabic context revealed contradictory results. For instance, El-Dakhs’s (2015)
and Gaballa and Al-Khayri’s (2014) results showed that the adjective + noun collocations were
more challenging than the verb + noun collocations. Similarly, Alsakran’s (2011) research
revealed that the verb + noun collocations were the easiest type of combinations followed by the
adjective + noun collocations and then the preposition + noun combinations. Shehata’s (2008)
and Abdellah’s (2015) studies also revealed similar results.
As Peters’s (2016) results showed, six factors are increasing the burden of learning
collocations. These factors include incongruency, polysemy of verbs and adjectives in
expressions, students’ focus on single words, the type of collocation, the length of collocation,
and the knowledge type (e.g., production as opposed to perception). In particular, Peters found
that learners have a more problematic experience acquiring productive knowledge of
collocations than acquiring receptive knowledge of collocations. Vasiljevic (2014) ascribed the
hardship of acquiring collocations to the limited inclusion of collocations in the EFL textbooks,
the neglect of providing supplementary materials by the teachers due to time constraints, the lack
of knowledge and confidence on behalf of the teachers when it comes to teaching collocations,
and the tendency of language learners to focus on improving single word vocabulary and ignore
the importance of collocations. Furthermore, Vasiljevic pointed out that even when textbooks
include collocational activities, they are usually unsystematic and quite limited. She showed that
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collocations are also challenging to acquire because they stem from the norms of language use
rather than semantic compatibility and because many learners do not understand the productive
and receptive knowledge of collocations—in which they assume that knowing the collocations
enable them to produce the collocations—which, poses serious challenges.
Based on Wray’s (2002) notions of analysis and formulacity, Weinert (2010) also
believed that teaching formulacity to L2 learners might have counter results. Wray (2002)
concluded that language learners encounter challenges while using formulaic language because
to use formulaic language learners need to develop strong associations between words; which,
requires an adequate amount of the language’s social and intellectual aspects (Weinert, 2010).
Based on current literature, English collocations have been found problematic for L2 learners in
general, and Arabic learners in particular. In an attempt to explore why Arabic learners usually
encounter difficulties to acquire and use English collocations, Zaabalawi (2019) examined the
frequency and rigidity of English collocations in Arabic texts. The goal was to find out if English
collocations occur at the same rate of frequency and rigidity in the Arabic texts. The findings
revealed that collocations in Arabic are not used as frequently and rigidly as they are in English,
which explains why Arabic learners struggle to master English collocations. Therefore,
collocations should be taught explicitly to Arabic learners of English with a special focus on
raising awareness, repetition, and contrastive analysis. Alqaed (2017) reviewed the translation
studies that focused on English-Arabic collocations. Her findings indicate that translating
English-Arabic lexical collocations is indeed a challenging skill. In particular, she found that
most of the translation errors made by Arab learners are due to a lack of appropriate dictionaries
in addition to the semantic and syntactic differences between the two languages.
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Factors Affecting L2 Collocational Knowledge
According to Wolter and Yamashita (2015), there have been some major tendences found
in the current research regarding the factors that affect the processing of the L2 collocations
despite the fact that researchers have not reached a full understanding of those factors yet. Some
of these factors will be discussed in this section.
Frequency and Congruency
Frequency and congruency are two main factors that affect the processing of
collocational knowledge. In fact, Nguyen and Webb (2017) examined the learners’ receptive
knowledge of verb–noun and adjective–noun collocations at three different (1,000, 2,000, &
3,000) word frequency levels and the relationship between collocational knowledge and singleword items. The participants were 100 Vietnamese EFL students enrolled in their first year of
university. They also investigated which of the five factors—i.e., node word frequency,
collocation frequency, MI score, congruency, and part of speech—predicts the learners’
receptive knowledge of collocations, and they investigated the learners’ knowledge of single
words at the same word frequency levels. Specifically, Nguyen and Webb (2017) developed the
collocation test, and it followed a multiple-choice format and consisted of 180 items; whereas,
the single-word item vocabulary test was adopted from the Vocabulary Levels Test (Webb &
Sasao, 2013; Webb, et al., 2016, as cited in Nguyen & Webb, 2017).
The findings showed that the learners’ knowledge of collocations was low at the three
levels of word frequency, and specifically at the 2,000 and 3,000 levels in which the scores were
below 50%. The Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient of the test scores was acceptable 0.77.
Based on the results of the post hoc tests, there was a decrease in the learners’ knowledge at each
level (1,000 > 2,000 > 3,000). In regards to the learners’ knowledge of single-word items, the
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results indicated that at the 1,000 word level, their knowledge was quite advanced; however, as
the level increased, their knowledge significantly decreased. Moreover, a large and positive
correlation was found between the learners’ knowledge of collocations and their knowledge of
single words. The researchers also found that node word frequency was the strongest predictor of
collocational knowledge among the other factors. However, the research additionally revealed
that there was a negative relationship between the learners’ MI score and the collocation test
scores. In other words, learners were not as aware of collocations with higher MI scores than
collocations with lower MI scores.
In addition, Wolter and Yamashita (2015) examined the effect of the frequent L1
collocational patterns on the learners’ L2 collocational processing. The participants consisted of
75 native and non-native Japanese learners at the tertiary level. More specifically, the researchers
investigated the probability of activating L2 processing through patterns that are available in the
L1 but not in the L2. For example, the combination kill voice is totally acceptable in Japanese but
not in English. On the one hand, based on their literature, Wolter and Yamashita hypothesized
that congruency should facilitate quicker acquisition of congruent collocations, which should
lead to the dominance of the congruent collocations over the incongruent collocations in the
learners’ final network structure. On the other hand, based on a self-report questionnaire, Wolter
and Yamashita included two language proficiency levels (lower-higher) to help examine the
hypothesis that higher-level students are less affected by L1 influence. Furthermore, the
researchers also used different types of collocations such as adjective- noun and verb-noun
collocations.
The items used in this study were divided into three categories: (1) collocations used in
English only, (2) collocations used in Japanese only, and (3) non-collocational patterns used for
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Reaction Times (RTs). To assess if the collocational patterns only available in the L1 can be
activated while processing the L2, the researchers used a lexical decision task. Before they took
the decision task, learners took the Vocabulary Size Test (Meara & Jones, 1990, as cited in
Wolter & Yamashita, 2015) to assess their lexical size based on the lower or higher proficiency
level. The test scores showed a larger size of lexis in the higher-level group. The findings
showed that participants did not activate the processing of the L2 collocational patterns that were
similar in the L1. In other words, congruent collocations in the L2 were not activated by L1
appropriate links, which contradicts the lemma-based model proposed by Jiang (2000, as cited in
Wolter & Yamashita, 2015). The researchers concluded their study by suggesting the Age/Order
of Acquisition (AoA/ OoA) effect as an alternative model to explain the congruency factor
(Carroll & White, 1973, as cited in Wolter & Yamashita, 2015).
In fact, the frequency factor is based on the notion of usage-based grammar, and it is also
affected by the AoA/OoA theories because it is likely for frequent collocations to be encountered
in the early stages of language acquisition (Carroll & White, 1973, as cited in Wolter &
Yamashita, 2015). In addition, the mapping hypothesis was found to be an influential factor in
lexical processing based on the AoA theory. Specifically, the mapping hypothesis speculates that
the items learned earlier are more effective in the learners’ final structure or network than the
items learned later (Ellis & Lambon Ralph, 2000; Lambon Ralph & Ehsan, 2006; Monaghan &
Ellis, 2002, as cited in Wolter & Yamashita, 2015). Then, some researchers found that frequent
collocations are more advantageous for learners than non-frequent collocations. (SiyanovaChanturia et al., 2011, as cited in Wolter & Yamashita, 2015; Wolter & Gyllstad, 2013).
Particularly, Weinert (2010) pointed out that sensitivity to frequency is an important factor to
consider when researchers analyze memory storage because the more frequent the expression is,
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the easier the access will be; after all, research has shown evidence for the activation of
collocates from words (Durrant & Doherty, 2010; McDonald & Shillcock, 2003a, 2003b, as cited
in Wolter & Yamashita, 2015; Wolter & Gyllstad, 2011).
As Ellis et al. (2008) analyzed language sensitivity, they found that NNSs were less
sensitive to the multiword strings when compared to NSs who were more sensitive in predicting
the text strings in the text based on MI. This difference could be attributed to the reduced amount
of exposure in addition to the interacting variables such as the L1 interference and the saliency
factor (Wray, 2012). However, the advantage of processing FSs over the non-formulaic language
is difficult to investigate and thereby the evidence is limited (Weinert, 2010). Sonbul (2015)
researched the sensitivity of NSs (n = 30) and NNSs (n = 30) to the corpus-derived frequency of
adjective-noun collocations that are semantically related, and she examined the relationship
between this sensitivity and the learners’ proficiency levels, which were based on their scores in
the Vocabulary Levels Test. Particularly, Sonbul used a rating task and eye-tracking (off-line and
on-line) technique as their measurement systems. Then, the critical stimuli included 60 adjectivenoun collocations in addition to 30 non-collocate combinations, whereas the rating task included
30 experimental items. Sonbul predicted that an increase in the BNC frequency would lead to
more sensitivity to collocations. In addition, she also predicted that the learners’ level of
proficiency should affect the collocational frequency based on the usage-based theory.
The results of the rating tasks showed that both groups were sensitive to collocational
frequency. In particular, they revealed that NNSs’ sensitivity increased as their L2 proficiency
developed. However, the eye-movement measurement showed that sensitivity did not affect
frequency, although sensitivity was found in early processing of fixed binominals. In fact, based
on the total reading time and fixation count, sensitivity found in early processing of fixed

45

binomials disappeared as the learners engaged in the reading tasks. Sonbul attributed the results
to the “fluid” nature of collocations that distinguish them from other types of FSs that are more
fixed such as idioms.
Gyllstad and Wolter (2016) also found frequency effective in collocational processing.
They followed Howarth’s Continuum Model (1996, 1998) to examine the collocational
processing of advanced Swedish learners of English (n = 27). To collect the data, the researchers
used a semantic judgment task (Jiang, 2012), which includes verb + (object) noun combinations
under three categories (free combinations, collocations, and baseline items). They included two
types of phrases in the test (restricted collocations and free combinations). Then, Gyllstad and
Wolter checked the items used in the task for their congruency and frequency to avoid any
confounding factors, and they only used congruent collocations in their study. Furthermore, they
measured the learners’ reaction time and number of errors and compared them to the native
English speakers’ reaction time and number of errors (n = 38). The researchers predicted that
NNS would process collocations slower and would result in more errors because of transparency
factors that hinder collocational acquisition. As for NSs, the researchers expected them to
process restricted collocations and free collocations at the same speed because both types of
collocations are not completely opaque items. Overall, the researchers predicted that NSs would
process both types of collocations faster than NNSs.
The results showed that both NSs and NNSs processed the two types of collocations
differently. However, there was no significant difference in the reaction times between the two
groups. In fact, the use of congruent collocations might have had an effect on this result as
Wolter and Gyllsatd (2011, 2013, as cited in Gyllstad & Wolter, 2016) found similar processing
results between NSs and NNSs with congruent collocation but not with the non-congruent ones.
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Both groups also showed lower error rates when they used free combinations instead of
collocations. Furthermore, the semi-transparent nature of collocations affected the participants’
reaction times and errors, while frequency also affected the reaction times. Therefore, the
findings revealed that both semantic transparency and frequency are two influential factors in
collocational processing.
Peters (2016) investigated not only the effect of interlingual factors (e.g., congruency) but
also the effect of intralingual factors (e.g., word length and collocate-node relationship) on the
learning gains of collocations at the initial form (i.e., mapping stage). Specifically, 41 Dutchspeaking EFL students majoring in business participated in this study. The results of the
Vocabulary Levels Test (VLT) (Schmitt et al., 2001, as cited in Peters, 2016) showed that all the
students were familiar with 2,000 level words, whereas 34 students were familiar with 3,000
level words. To study the participants, Peters required them to read a word list that consisted of
collocations, their equivalents, and sample sentences. Additionally, Peters asked them to
complete online exercises where collocations appear twice. The test included 18 items that were
divided into congruent, noncongruent, verb-noun, adjective-noun, and phrasal-verb-noun
collocations. Also, when Peters extracted the collocations to be placed in the test, he extracted
them from the students’ course materials. Then, to collect the data, Peters used three
measurements: form recall test 1, form recall test 2 (+ clue), and form recognition test.
The results revealed that all the factors—namely, congruency, word length, vocabulary
size, and collocate-node relationship—affected the types of learning difficulties in either a
positive or a negative way. To name a few effects, congruent collocations were easier to recall
and recognize than the incongruent ones; word length negatively affected the recall of
collocations, whereas vocabulary size positively affected the recall of collocations; then, there
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was a positive correlation between the word length and recognition. However, it should be
mentioned that the congruency effect manifested only on the recall test but not on the recognition
test. Additionally, the participants recalled and recognized the adjective-noun collocations better
than the longer collocations. Moreover, the correct answers on the adjective-noun collocations
were significantly higher than the incongruent phrasal-verb–noun collocations. In particular, the
results showed a significant difference between the three types of collocations used in this study.
The participants’ scores were significantly higher in adjective-noun collocations rather
than verb-noun and phrasal-verb-noun collocations. However, there was no difference found
between verb-noun and phrasal-verb-noun collocations. The data revealed that the individual
differences (e.g., the learners’ proficiency and vocabulary knowledge) affected the perception of
the collocations’ degrees. In general, Peters found that even in the controlled conditions the
productive knowledge of collocations was more challenging than the receptive knowledge of
collocations. When students encounter transparent collocations, they do not usually recognize the
L1-L2 differences, yet when they produce such collocations, they tend to make errors.
Additionally, the results showed that explicitly teaching collocations could help the process of
learning collocations at the initial stage of form-meaning mapping. In fact, the participants
successfully recalled 40% of the target collocations, while they also successfully recognized 75%
of the target collocations.
Wolter and Yamashita (2015) claimed that the effects of the congruency factor were not
as influential as the effects of the frequency factor, which may be because there is sparse
information about how L1 influences L2 collocational patterns. In fact, most of the work
conducted on this topic has either focused on the single-word influences or grammar influences.
On the contrary, Howarth (1998) pointed out that the frequency factor is not quite accurate in
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defining collocations because applying the frequency approach would lead to placing much
emphasis on transparent collocations such as have children; which, might occur as a part of
specific texts and topics and not because these combinations are difficult for processing. Instead,
Howarth called for the phraseological approach to be used by language learners and teachers
and stated that the concept of phraseology should consider the differences between the types and
the way native and non-native speakers process phrases in writing. Conclusively, researchers can
use this approach to analyze the “internal form” and “external function” of phrases in order to
provide a basis for a set of features, which include “semantic specialization, syntactic restriction,
and the blocking of lexical substitution” (p. 27).
Formal Instruction
Another influential factor that affects the learners’ collocational knowledge is the type of
formal instruction they receive, and whether it is either implicit or explicit. Some researchers
found repeated encounters to be effective in increasing the learning gains related to vocabulary
or collocations (Folse, 2006; Durrant & Schmitt, 2009; Peters, 2014). Therefore, Webb et al.,
(2013) investigated the effects of repetition for learning collocations at a Taiwanese university.
The participants had to read and listen to a modified version of a graded reader. Specifically,
Taiwanese university students using four versions of graded reader participated in the research.
Then, the researchers used 18 target collocations with different number of encounters (1, 5, 10,
& 15), and they measured the learners’ receptive and productive knowledge through a
vocabulary test. The results indicated that incidental learning is likely to happen through reading
because the number of encounters still has a positive effect on learning (even though it is
incidental).
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Peters (2014) examined the effects of repetition, the types of lexical items, and the time
of testing on the recall of target items. The target lexical items (12 collocations and 12 single
words) were from the students’ course material, and the tests consisted of decontextualized
activities that occurred either once, three, or five times. Specifically, the participants (n = 35)
were EFL university students majoring in business, and the students’ scores were at the 2,000
level on the Vocabulary Levels Test (Schmitt et al., 2001). Furthermore, Peters divided them into
two groups and asked them to choose the correct form of the target items. The difference
between the groups was the time allotted for the first test. The first group took the test
immediately, whereas the second group took the test one week after the experiment. However,
both groups took the second posttest two weeks after the treatment. The results showed that
repetition had a large and positive effect on the recall of collocations and single items; in fact, the
difference between (1 and 5) occurrences was large for both types of items. In addition, the
results showed that repetition was effective in learning the target items, and they also revealed
that collocations were more difficult to recall than single words. Moreover, the results showed
that the difference in times led to variations in scores. Not surprisingly, the immediate test scores
were higher than the delayed test scores; however, when Peters considered the limitations of the
study, he also noted that tests are usually not immediately administered in authentic learning
conditions.
Language Proficiency
Many researchers found the language proficiency factor effective for collocational
production and reception (e.g., Al-Zahrani, 1998; Gyllstad, 2007). Pei (2008) listed some factors
that have an effect on collocational acquisition such as intera-lingusitic transfer, collocability of
collocations, input/output frequency, and morphological complexity of collocations. However, a
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partially neglected factor is the effect of individual differences in which researchers examine
students’ learning strategies so that they can have a better picture of how learners’ approach
collocational knowledge. Barfield (2009) is one of the few researchers who has explored this
significant factor. In fact, only a few studies have explored the development of L2 collocations.
For instance, Yoon (2016) conducted a longitudinal and cross-sectional study to investigate the
development of verb-noun collocations in the high-intermediate NNSs’ writing at the university
level. Through the longitudinal approach, Yoon examined how the associated strength of this
type of collocation developed over one semester. Specifically, when Yoon researched the
participants’ usages of verb-noun combinations based on frequency and MI factors, he used the
cross-sectional approach to compare the more experienced NSs (n = 46) to the less experienced
NNSs (51). To collect the data, the participants had to write two types of essays (argumentative
and narrative) so that Yoon could use corpus analysis tools to extract the verb-noun collocations.
The main results did not reveal any differences in the associated strength of collocations
in NNSs’ writing; however, the cross-sectional results showed a difference in the writing of the
two groups in the argumentative essays with small to medium effect size. Although both groups
heavily relied on the high frequency collocations, the results revealed that NNSs underused the
low frequency collocations. Also, the findings from the qualitative analysis showed that NNSs
overused and misused general verbs. In other words, while NNSs overused the general and highfrequency verbs in the argumentative genre, NSs relied more on the low frequency verbs to
strengthen their argument. Therefore, when Yoon considered factors that affected this research
study, the findings indicated that one semester is not enough time to observe phraseological
development. Furthermore, another factor that may have affected this research could have been
the texts’ length (as the texts written in this study were relatively short). After the study ended,
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Yoon suggested to future researchers to use longer texts and extend the amount of research time
so that they can perceive the aspects of collocational development more clearly. According to
Yoon, the level of the participants was another factor to consider since investigating other levels
such as beginners and low intermediate might lead to different results. Moreover, there was no
control for the participants’ experience of academic writing or the L1.
Language Exposure
Another key factor in collocational acquisition relates to the role of the environment and
language exposure. For example, Yamashita and Jiang (2010) examined the effects of
congruency and L2 exposure on the collocational processing of ESL learners, Japanese EFL
learners, and of English NSs. Additionally, they used Stewart (1994) and Jiang’s (2000)
framework to compare the groups’ performance based on a phrase-acceptability judgment task,
which consisted of congruent and incongruent collocations. Furthermore, Yamashita and Jiang
measured the participants’ error rates and reaction times. When they analyzed the results of the
English NSs, Yamashita and Jiang did not find any differences between congruent and
incongruent collocations. The findings also showed that the ESL learners performed better—
whether in the error rates or in the reaction time—than the Japanese EFL learners. However, the
ESL learners’ results showed a difference between the error rates and the reaction time. It seems
that congruency only affected the error rates and had no effect on the reaction time since ESL
learners made errors only when they used incongruent collocations.
In general, the results showed that both factors (congruency and L2 exposure) affected
collocational processing. Most importantly, the researchers found incongruent collocations
problematic even when the L2 exposure is maximized (ESL context), which suggests that when
learners acquire incongruent collocations their processing is independent of the L1. Furthermore,
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the results revealed that incongruent collocations take time to acquire even when learners have
had intense exposure to the target language. The ESL learners’ results revealed that the reliance
on L1 starts to relatively fade as the learners’ proficiency levels increase because the reaction
times do not change.
Groom (2009) analyzed the effect of L2 immersion on developing Swedish learners’
collocational knowledge. The researcher’s aim was to test Nesselhauf’s (2005) findings
regarding the effect of immersion on the development of L2 collocations where she found only
slight improvements in the learners’ collocational knowledge. Nesselhauf claimed that
immersion might have an opposite effect on the development of collocations (as cited in Groom,
2009). In his own study, Groom followed theoretical and methodological approaches (see
Barnbrook, 2007; Biber et al., 1998; Granger, 1998a; Hunston, 2002; Sinclair, 1991, 2003, 2004,
as cited in Groom, 2009) such as the lexical bundle, and the node and collocate approaches.
Specifically, Groom examined two corpora of undergraduate advanced-level essays—one corpus
was written by students who had no exposure to English, whereas the other corpus was written
by students who spent at least one year in an English-speaking country—and he measured the
data through a frequency-based approach based on t- scores and MI analyses. Mainly, the focus
of the analysis was on the 10 most frequent prepositions that appeared in the corpus.
Conclusively, the results showed a positive effect of immersion on the learners’ collocational
usage, and the t-score analysis revealed that the immersion group produced more types of
prepositional collocations such as (of, in, for, as, with, and at). However, the results showed that
three prepositions (on, from, and about) were more prevalent in the non-immersion group’s
corpus, whereas by was in both corpora. Additionally, the findings of the MI analysis
corresponded with the t-score results, and they showed that error rates in the non-immersion
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group were larger than the immersed learners, particularly while they used the preposition on.
Unlike Nesselhauf who found the effect of immersion as not that important, Groom’s findings
indicated that immersion had a positive and strong effect on the number and accuracy of
collocations used by the L2 learners.
Motivation
Individual differences are a key factor in language acquisition; therefore, they should not
be ignored when learners are acquiring language components such as collocations. In fact, the
effect of affective factors in SLA is inevitable since they encompass different key areas such as
self-esteem, anxiety, personality types, and motivation. Specifically, according to Brown (2014),
motivation is “a star player in the cast of characters assigned to L2 learning scenarios around the
world” (p. 158). Accordingly, it would be interesting to know why some learners who have
studied the language for many years maintained only artificial “textbook-like” proficiency,
whereas others who have also studied the language for many years succeeded to attain nativelike proficiency (Dörnyei et al., 2004). Dörnyei et al. (2004) assumed that acquiring FSs is
different than acquiring other language components since they require learners to be immersed in
the culture and everyday life of the target language. In fact, he supportively stated:
The acquisition of a formulaic repertoire is a socially-loaded process that goes beyond
mastering elements of the target language code as it also requires ‘tapping into’ the
sociocultural reality of the L2 community and incorporating elements of it into the
learners’ own language behavioral repertoire. (p. 87)
Thus, language learners should be motivated to immerse themselves into the L2
community so that they can acquire formulaic repertoire. In fact, Dörnyei et al. (2004) conducted
a mixed method study by contrasting the most successful FSs learners with the least successful
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FSs learners to analyze the learners’ psychological characteristics that helped them successfully
acquire FSs. On the one hand, the quantitative results showed no significant correlations between
individual difference variables and the degree of acquisition of FSs; however, on the other hand,
the qualitative data revealed that success in learning FSs was strongly associated with the
learners’ active involvement in the social English-speaking community. Another important factor
of success was the level of language aptitude, especially the extraordinary motivation. In sum,
the researchers concluded their article by stating that the successful acquisition of FSs relies on
three major factors: language aptitude, motivation, and sociocultural adaptation. Additionally,
they attributed the insignificant quantitative results to the study’s absence of addressing
sociocultural adaptation because it appeared to be a central modifying factor in the
comprehension of this sample.
Schmitt et al., (2004) examined the acquisition of FSs under semi-controlled conditions.
Specifically, they examined several individual difference factors (e.g., age, gender, language
aptitude, and motivation) to assess how they affect the acquisition of FSs. The goal was to find
out the difference between the pre-tests and post-tests, and whether or not the examined variables
(e.g., language aptitude, attitudes/motivation, attitudes toward L2 learning, integrativeness,
instrumentality, language use anxiety, commitment to learn English, and intended effort)
contributed to this change. The findings of the pre-test revealed that the proficient students
already knew numerous FSs. The results of the post-test revealed that over the two to three
months course the students learned new FSs or mastered receptively known FSs by being able to
properly produce them. However, the several individual difference factors did not contribute to
these positive outcomes.
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Foster et al., (2014) examined the receptive knowledge of conventionalized word
combinations or nativelike selections (NLSs) in an ESL setting (United Kingdom) and in an EFL
setting (Poland) by investigating the effects of several independent variables (e.g., age of onset,
context, length of exposure, phonological short-term memory (pSTM), and motivation). The
results showed that age, L2 immersion, and a good pSTM are main factors when learners acquire
receptive knowledge of conventionalized word combinations because learning English at an
early age (e.g., 12 years old or younger) and while in an ESL setting can lead to nativelike
language abilities. Long exposure in an ESL setting with late starters showed that learners had
moderate gains in acquiring NLSs; however, they did not reach the nativelike level. Furthermore,
the findings revealed that researchers can use pSTM as a strong predictor of whether or not
learners at an older age have the potential to acquire NLSs in an immersed setting (e.g., ESL
setting). However, the evidence revealed that there was not a relationship between
motivation/positive feelings and the acquisition of NLSs.
In fact, as far as I know, researchers have yet to investigate the correlation between
motivation and any type of FSs in the Saudi context. Conversely, researchers have investigated
the correlation between the role of motivation and other parts of language learning. For instance,
Al-harthi (2016) investigated what factors motivate Saudi EFL female students to learn about the
English language and culture. She found that social factors such as the learners’ identity, culture,
future possible selves, and linguistic communities had an impact on their motivation. Similarly,
Alkaabi (2016) examined Saudi learners’ motivations and attitudes, but in the ESL setting. The
findings revealed a high extrinsic motivation to learn English, a high willingness to learn
English, and positive attitudes toward learning English and toward the native English speakers in
the U.S. Interestingly, females demonstrated higher intrinsic motivation and higher positive

56

attitudes towards learning and people. However, some students reported developing negative
attitudes towards the native English speakers after arriving to the U.S.
Eusafzai (2013) conducted a quantitative study to examine the Saudi EFL learners’
motivation when they learn English in the preparatory year of the program. Eusafzai used
Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System as a theoretical framework; which, examines attitudes
towards learning English, attitudes towards L2 people and culture, instrumentality-promotion,
instrumentality-prevention, value of studying English, parental encouragement, and English
anxiety. The results revealed that language learning attitudes towards learning English,
instrumentality-promotion, and parental encouragement were the strongest predictors of learning
English. In particular, the findings showed that learning English correlated with the learners’
desire of becoming proficient language users in order to achieve academic and professional
careers in the future. Similarly, Massri (2019) conducted a case study to analyze the Saudi
learners’ perceptions and beliefs towards learning English in the preparatory year program by
focusing on their feelings, emotions, and attitudes. The results revealed that influential reasons
for why learners learn English are because of socio-economic factors in addition to family
encouragement, and good teaching methods. However, the research did not show a relationship
between the students’ performances on their tests and their attitudes.
Then, three other studies were similarly conducted based on Dörnyei’s L2 Motivational
Self System (2005, 2009) framework. First, Al-Shehri (2009) examined the relationship between
language learning, and visual learning style, imagination, ideal language selves, and motivated
behavior. Mainly, Al-Shehri hypothesized that language learners with strong visual learning
styles should have strong visual imagery and imagination, and therefore should also have strong
self-images of their Ideal L2 Self. The results showed a positive correlation between the visual
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learners and their motivated effort and behavior, and the results also showed a positive
correlation between the Ideal L2 Self and the motivated behavior and effort. Conclusively, AlShehri’s research confirmed his own hypothesis because it showed that to visual learners the
Ideal L2 Self is a significant motivational factor in learning styles. Likewise, Alshahrani (2016)
analyzed the effects of the Motivational L2 Self-System model—which, is based on Dörnyei’s
L2 Motivational Self System (2009) framework—among Arab university students in Saudi
Arabia. The findings revealed that the Ideal L2 Self and Language Learning Experiences were
stronger predictors of learning English than Instrumentality-Prevention, Cultural Interest, and
Ought-to L2. Overall, the results revealed that the students were highly motivated to learn
English.
More specifically, Moskovsky et al. (2016) researched the relationship between
motivation and learners’ language proficiency level. Particularly, they collected data through the
L2 motivational self-system Questionnaire (L2MSS)—which they adopted from Taguchi et al.
(2009), Ryan (2008), and Gardner (2004) and then modified it to suit the Saudi context. Also,
Moskovsky et al. measured the learners’ language proficiency levels through an EFL reading and
writing test. The results revealed that the L2MSS components such as the Ideal L2 Self, the
Ought-to L2 Self, and the L2 Learning Experience were good predictors of the learners’ intended
learning efforts. However, the results did not show a correlation between the language
proficiency and the L2MSS components. Furthermore, since Dörnyei’s L2MSS (2005, 2009) has
been one of the most used frameworks, the following section will provide a description of its
theoretical framework.
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Testing L2 Collocational Knowledge
Researchers have also used different methods to assess L2 learners’ collocational
competence. For instance, some researchers have analyzed learners’ written or spoken
production either comprehensively or selectively to identify their collocational repertoire. Other
researchers have analyzed learners’ written or spoken production by examining written and
spoken corpora (as they are very helpful collections of words that researchers can analyze)
(Leśniewska, 2006). Furthermore, when researchers have used other research methods to assess
L2 learners collocational knowledge, some researchers have elicited the learners’ collocational
decisions through “open” elicitation tasks (e.g., gap-filling tasks), closed tasks (e.g., multiple
choice), or acceptability judgments (Leśniewska, 2006); whereas, other researchers have
indirectly assessed learners collocational knowledge through psycholinguistic tests that are based
on word association patterns (which focus on the collocational links found in the learners’ mental
lexicon structure) (Leśniewska, 2006). However, testing collocational knowledge is not an easy
task; after all, Vasiljevic (2014) explained that standardized tests that measure the L2 learners’
syntagmatic competence are still not available. However, even though there are no completely
objective tests, several researchers have developed several tests that assess L2 learners’
collocational knowledge. Some notable tests include Bonk’s (2000) receptive test, Gyllstad’s
(2007) COLLEX and COLLMATCH receptive tests, Eyckmans’s (2009) DISCO receptive test,
Revier’s (2009) CONTRIX productive test, Barfield’s (2009) productive test, Nizonkiza’s (2012)
productive test, González and Schmitt’s (2015) productive test, Smith and Murphy’s (2015)
MPT productive test, and Dokchandra’s (2019) receptive test.
First, Bonk (2000) developed a receptive test to assess the ESL learners’ collocational
knowledge. The sample consisted of 98 participants coming from a wide range of language
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proficiency levels based on their TOEFL scores. Bonk first piloted the test on 62 NNSs and 10
NSs. Specifically, the test reliability was .83, and it consisted of 50 items with three types of
collocations: verb + object, verb + preposition, and figurative-use-of-verb phrases. The results of
the factor analysis revealed that collocational items frequently load on proficiency level factors,
which reveals a strong correlation between learners’ collocational knowledge and proficiency
levels. However, the results showed that the length of residence could only slightly predict the
learners’ collocational knowledge.
Similarly, Gyllstad (2007) developed two tests (COLLEX and COLLMATCH) to
measure Swedish EFL learners’ receptive knowledge of collocations. In fact, COLLEX and
COLLMATCH are quite popular tests in the SLA field and therefore many researchers have used
them (e.g., Bueraheng & Laohawiriyanon, 2014; Habtoor & Al-Swaidan, 2019; Mutlu &
Kaşlioğlu, 2016). Specifically, Gyllstad administered his tests to 188 advanced (upper-secondary
school and university level) Swedish students who participated in the study. Although COLLEX
and COLLMATCH have different formats, Gyllstad developed them to complement each other.
Gyllstad focused only on verb + noun phrase combinations, and he wanted COLLEX to consist
of frequent and conventionalized two-word sequences. In addition, Gyllstad juxtaposed the items
in a horizontal way, and he created the word combinations with identical nouns but different
verbs. Conversely, Gyllstad developed COLLOMATCH with a grid format where participants
have to choose among a number of grids that include a 3 verbs x 6 nouns field design. Then, the
learners have to choose the three verbs that have similar meanings. In fact, Gyllstad validated the
tests separately and through various phases. After Gyllstad created the COLLOMATCH and
COLLEX tests, he administered them in his own study, and the results revealed that the tests
succeeded in obtaining reliable and useful proficiency level scores (which strengthens the tests
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construct, concurrent, and face validity). Moreover, the results showed that collocational
knowledge requires a long time to develop and that four to six months is an insufficient amount
of time for researchers to analyze the change in learners’ receptive knowledge. In addition, there
was a correlation between the participants’ vocabulary test scores and their scores on COLLEX
and COLLMATCH tests.
Then, Eyckmans (2009) developed a computerized Discriminating Collocation test
(DISCO) to assess English learners’ receptive and semi-productive knowledge in Belgium. The
sample consisted of 25 EFL upper-intermediate university students majoring in English.
Specifically, the test format was similar to Eyckmans‘s (2004) Vocabulary Test, where Eyckman
asked the learners to discriminate between pseudo words. On the administered tests, he included
50 items and focused on verb + noun combinations. Particularly, each item presented three
options (two idiomatic phrases and one non-idiomatic phrase), which Eyckman chose by basing
their frequency levels from high frequency, medium frequency, to low frequency. The goal was
for the learners to discriminate between idiomatic collocations and free combinations, while
Eyckman also analyzed the relationship between the learners’ oral proficiency and their
collocational knowledge. The test reliability was between .88 and .92 Cronbach’s alpha, and the
results indicated that the learners’ increased exposure to collocations had an effect on their test
scores. Then, there was a difference in the posttests scores that Eyckman obtained within an
eight-month interval after the original test. Overall, the posttest results revealed that the test was
sensitive enough to measure the difference in the learners’ collocational development.
Next, Revier (2009) similarly developed the constituent matrix (CONTRIX) test to
measure learners’ collocational knowledge, and he particularly administered the test to 56
Danish EFL students with different education levels (university and high school). The test was in
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a decontextualized cloze format and included verb + noun combinations. Mainly, Revier focused
on the transparency factor, and therefore he divided the collocations that he used on the test into
three types of collocations (which Revier took from BNC): transparent, semi-transparent, and
non-transparent. The test reliability was (Cronbach’s alpha .89). The results revealed differences
among the scores of the different education levels (university, 11th grade, and 10th grade), which
evidentially supports that the test is sensitive enough to distinguish the different levels of
collocational knowledge that students’ poses.
Barfield’s (2009) test measured the productive knowledge of collocations of 89 Japanese
students at different proficiency levels (low-intermediate and advanced), which were based off of
their scores on the Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC). Specifically,
Barfield’s test included 30 items in which students produced suitable collocates as answers to a
stimulus word, however the items included frequent and infrequent collocations and different
word classes (e.g., adjectival, verbal, and nominal). Furthermore, the test reliably was
moderately high (Cronbach’ alpha 0.78). Conclusively, the findings showed a correlation
between the learners’ proficiency level and their test scores. In other words, the higher-level
students performed better on the test than the lower-level students. In addition, Barfield found
that the more advanced students produced more frequent collocations than the less advanced
students.
Similarly, Nizonkiza (2012) developed a test that takes into account proficiency and
frequency factors, and that analyzes EFL learners’ productive knowledge of collocations.
Specifically, the learners participating in this study were 216 English-major university students
living in Belgium and Burundi. Furthermore, the test included 40 items that each had a special
focus on verb + noun combinations, and the format of the test followed Laufer and Nation’s
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(1999) Vocabulary Levels Test. When the test was complete and administered, it directed the
students to fill in the missing verbs in the provided sentences, even though it included the first
two letters of the verbs on the test as answer starters. The test reliability was Cronbach’s alpha
.90. Conclusively, the findings revealed a correlation between the students’ proficiency level and
collocational knowledge. Moreover, the results showed that frequency affects collocational
acquisition because the students knew the frequent collocations more than the infrequent
collocations. Interestingly, the results also revealed a moderate increase in the beginner and
advanced levels, yet they revealed a considerable increase in the intermediate level.
González and Schmitt (2015) also investigated the effect of frequency and time exposure
on EFL learners’ productive collocational knowledge. Specifically, 108 Spanish students with
different proficiency levels (which were self-reported) participated in this study. The test
included 50 items presented as fill-in-the-gap tasks, and the test directed the students to fill in
two-word collocations that summarize previously taught information in the students’ L1.
Furthermore, the researchers checked the frequency of the target items through COCA database,
and they based their search off of t-score and MI scores. Furthermore, to check the test reliability
and validity of the test, González and Schmitt conducted three pilot studies. Conclusively, the
results showed a moderate correlation between collocational knowledge and frequency, whereas
the results revealed a strong correlation between language exposure and engagement (especially
during activities that are outside of the classroom).
Smith and Murphy (2015) adapted Revier’s (2009) CONTRIX test format to develop a
productive, Multi-Word Phrase Test (MPT) that aimed at measuring children’s multi-word
phrases vocabulary knowledge. Particularly, the test items were mainly verb + object items, and
they were divided into three categories based on their opacity level: transparent (e.g., break a
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bone), semi-transparent (e.g., break the silence), and non-transparent (e.g., break the ice).
Furthermore, the researchers checked the frequency and MI of the items by using BNC. The test
reliability was Cronbach’s alpha .85, which reflects an acceptable level of internal consistency
and reliability. Specifically, the participants in this study were 108 children aged between the
ages of seven and ten, and they took the Wechsler Abbreviated Scale of Intelligence for Children
(WASI) Matrix Reasoning subtest to measure their non-verbal intelligence. On the one hand, the
results of the WASI showed no difference between the two groups’ non-verbal intelligence,
which suggests that they both had comparable cognitive skills. On the other hand, the results of
the MPT revealed a significant difference between the year three and five children and the type
of language groups (British monolinguals vs. EAL learners). Particularly, the monolingual group
had a significant difference between the year two and three children in terms of transparent and
semi-transparent types of collocations; however, the difference in non-transparent items only
appeared in year five children, which suggests that figurative language is influenced by age and
increased reading. As for the EAL learners, the results of all of the test items found no significant
difference between year three and four; however, year five scored higher on semi-transparent and
non-transparent items. Overall, the results indicate that exposure to the language through social
life, reading, and academic instruction can positively affect the acquisition of multi-word
phrases. Furthermore, the results indicate that the test is sensitive enough to distinguish between
the different levels of collocations and the different type of language groups.
Next, Dokchandra (2019) developed a collocation test to examine EFL learners’ receptive
knowledge of collocations. Specifically, the learners participating in the test were 153 Thai
university students that were all majoring in English, and yet were in different grade levels. The
test consisted of 35 items presented as sentences that the students had to complete by choosing
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the appropriate collocate among three options as well as rating the difficulty of each collocate.
Particularly, three types of collocations were used: grammatical, lexical, and idiomatic. The
Cronbach’s alpha of the first pilot study was 0.79, while it was 0.96 for the second study.
Overall, the findings revealed a moderate level of collocational knowledge and that a year of
studying had no effect on the participants’ collocational knowledge. In fact, the participants
reported that all collocations were difficult; however, idiomatic collocations were the most
difficult.
A close analysis of the previous research studies reveals main themes and directions in
the collocation-testing field. Specifically, there is a particular interest in examining verb + noun
collocations as many researchers found this specific type to be more problematic for language
learners (e.g., Nesselhauf, 2003; Peters, 2016). However, the researchers have had a more
balanced approach while they have analyzed the main areas of collocational competence,
namely, productive and receptive. The students that have participated in the research studies
have been Japanese, Swedish, Spanish, Thai, and Danish. Furthermore, when the researchers
developed their tests, considering validity and reliability issues was a crucial step. Overall, the
previous studies indicate that focusing on one type of collocation limits the generalization of the
test results, so examining collocational competence should entail the analysis of all types of
combinations. Thus, there is a need for more comprehensive and standardized tests that assess
learners’ collocational knowledge as the results would lead to more conclusive, generalizable,
and helpful data. However, achieving this goal is not an easy task for two main reasons: (1) it is
difficult for researchers to develop a test that adheres to the assessment criteria, and (2) a test on
collocations means that factors that affect collocational acquisition (e.g., congruency, frequency,
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semantic transparency, vocabulary size knowledge, language exposure, and individual
differences) will in turn affect the test and how it is taken by participants.

Table 1
Summarized Findings for L2 Collocation Tests
Author
Bonk (2002)

Gyllstad (2007)
Eyckmans
(2009)
Revier’s (2009)
Barfield’s
(2009)
Nizonkiza
(2012)
González and
Schmitt (2015)
Smith and
Murphy (2015)

Dokchandra
(2019)

Test

Population

Collocation type

Productive

ESL (mostly
East-Asian)

V-+ Obj, V+ Prep, and
figurative-use-of-verb phrases

Receptive (COLLEX
and COLLMATCH)

Swedish

V + N combination

Productive &
Receptive (DISCO)

Belgians

V + N combination

Productive
(CONTRIX)

Danish

V + N combination

Productive

Japanese

Adjectival, verbal, and nominal

Productive

Belgians &
Burundian

V + N combination

Productive

Spanish

Lexical collocations

Productive (MPT)

British NSs vs.
EAL young
learners

V + Obj with different levels of
opacity: transparent,
semitransparent, & nontransparent

Receptive

Thai

Grammatical, lexical, and
idiomatic
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Review of Empirical Collocational Studies
Pei (2008) reviewed empirical studies conducted on collocations and found that research
in SLA field assesses L2 learners’ collocational knowledge and examined factors that affect L2
learners’ collocational acquisition (e.g., developmental patterns, language skills, analyzing the
learners’ collocational errors, and examining the effect of explicit teaching of collocations in L2
learning). Mainly, the major method of assessing the learners’ receptive and productive
knowledge of collocations is testing. On the one hand, the receptive tests usually include
multiple-choice tasks; on the other hand, the productive tests usually include translation tasks—
in which learners provide a translation in their L2 for an assigned collocation (or vice versa)—
and the productive tests also includes fill in the blank tasks where leaners are required to fill in
the missing word of a phrase. As for when Pei reviewed the results of tests that measure learners’
collocational knowledge, the review showed that L2 learners only had a limited amount of
collocational knowledge. In particular, L2 learners showed a strong tendency to follow the openchoice principal by randomly choosing collocates for a specific node. Unlike the idiom principal,
the open-choice principal allows people more choices to choose free combinations as synonyms
for a specific node. Finally, the findings indicate that there is an insufficient amount of research
on the gap between receptive and productive skills, and in the study of collocational longitudinal.
In the coming section, two main orientations will be discussed regarding collocational
studies. Specifically, researchers have focused on different aspects of language acquisition while
examining L2 collocations; therefore, they have mainly used written texts (see Cowie, 1992; Fan,
2009; Granger, 1998; Howarth, 1998; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier & Henriksen, 2006) and
translation tasks (see Bahns & Eldaw, 1993; Biskup, 1992; Koya, 2003) to collect or analyze the
data.
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Translation Studies
Among the researchers that focused on the translation aspect of collocations were Bahns
and Eldaw (1993), who analyzed learners’ productive collocational knowledge through a
translation task and a cloze task. Specifically, 58 advanced students who studied English as a
minor subject at a German university were the participants in this study. The researchers
compared how many learners successfully translated singular vocabulary items as opposed to
how many learners successfully translated collocations, and the researchers examined which of
the two tasks (i.e., translation or cloze tasks) better helped the learners express the meanings of
the collocations. The translation and cloze tasks included 15 verb-noun English collocations. The
results of the tasks revealed that the learners had more choices to express their collocational
knowledge in the translation task than in the cloze task. Additionally, the difference regarding
the learners’ performance in the two tasks was statistically insignificant. Overall, the learners’
collocational knowledge was lagging far behind their knowledge of single words as the learners
made twice the number of errors when they produced collocations than when they produced
general vocabulary terms. Conclusively, the results of this study led Bahns and Eldaw to
conclude that collocations are difficult to paraphrase (even at the advanced level) and therefore
instructors should focus on the types of collocations that cannot be paraphrased easily when they
are teaching collocations.
Likewise, Biskup (1992) investigated the main reasons of why L2 learners produce
lexical collocations. To achieve this goal, Biskup compared the production of lexical collocations
between Polish (n = 34) and German (n = 28) university students. To collect the data, Biskup
presented the participants with English lexical collocations and asked them to provide equivalent
translations of the collocations. Specifically, the answers were evaluated on a 4-point scale
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ranging from acceptable to fully equivalent. Interestingly, the results showed a difference in the
number of restricted collocations used by the two populations. Particularly, the German students
were more risk-takers; therefore, they produced more collocations than Polish students who were
reluctant to answer in some cases where they did not know the correct collocations. On the
contrary, German students often tried to think of synonyms for the answers they did not know. In
other words, although the German learners produced more collocations than the Polish learners,
they actually had more errors than the Polish learners who produced more accurate and restricted
collocations. As for the influence that the L1 had on the two groups of students, Polish students
produced 48 out of 106 transfer errors, whereas German students produced 33 out of 156 transfer
errors. Even though it should be taken into consideration that the Polish students notably relied
on their L1, Polish students produced more accurate answers than the German students.
Conclusively, Biskup explained that the creative strategies used by German students led them to
produce more errors, and she attributed this difference to the different focus of the educational
system in Germany as opposed to the educational system in Poland. Furthermore, the results
indicate that the Polish educational system is more concerned with accuracy, whereas the
German educational system is more concerned with fluency and communication.
Unlike Biskup (1992) and Bahns and Eldaw (1993) who explored productive
collocational knowledge, Koya (2003) examined the productive and receptive collocational
knowledge of Japanese students at different language stages and focused the analysis on verb +
noun combinations. Specifically, the learners participating in the research study were 93 firstyear university students that Koya divided into three groups (30 in 1000-word level, 30 in 2000word level, and 33 in 3000-word level). However, to collect data for her research and to assess
which participants to place in which group, Koya first administered a Vocabulary Levels Test
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developed by Nation (1990) that assesses learners’ vocabulary knowledge. Then, the researchers
also developed and administered a productive collocation test that consisted of 26 items
extracted from upper-secondary level textbooks and multiple dictionaries. Specifically, the
participants had to produce equivalent translations for the collocations provided in the test where
13 of the collocations had Japanese equivalents while the other 13 collocations did not. Thirdly,
Koya also developed and administered a receptive test that included the same collocations used
in the productive test; however, the test was in a multiple-choice format where the participants
had to choose the correct answer for the missing node for each question. Particularly, the answer
options included synonyms and antonyms taken from the BBI Combinatory Dictionary of
English Word Combinations (Benson et al., 1987 as cited in Koya, 2003).
Overall, the results showed that participants who had better productive and receptive
collocational knowledge also had better vocabulary levels, which indicates a correlation between
the learners’ collocational knowledge and their vocabulary knowledge. Furthermore, the results
slightly revealed evidence that L1 transfer helps students who are more advanced in their
collocational knowledge, which contradicts the evidence that L1 transfer affects lower
proficiency students more than higher proficiency students. In fact, Koya found that lower
proficiency students avoided answering the items that had no equivalent translations, which
therefore decreased their errors on the test, yet increased their avoidance of questions. On the
contrary, the advanced students relied on their L1 to answer many items, even the ones without
any equivalent translations. However, both sets of students (i.e., the lower and higher proficiency
students) refrained from providing answers they did not know, and Koya found that all of the
students struggled to paraphrase or provide answers by using words that are synonymous with
the original text.
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Text Analysis Studies
Within the current study, multiple research studies that have focused on L2 learners’
acquisition of L2 collocations have been presented. Particularly, they compared NSs and NNSs’
corpora and then analyzed the effects that the L1 had on the L2 to analyze the L2 learners’
acquisition of L2 collocations. For instance, Howarth (1998) compared native and nonnative
academic writing in the social science field, and he (1996) developed a theoretical framework
that can be used to describe collocations and that he based off of research conducted by Bohnger
(1976), Cowie (1988), Glaser (1988), and Pawley and Syder (1983). On the one hand, Howarth
extracted the NS data from subfields under the social science field (including sociology,
education, and law) that are in the BNC (29 texts); on the other hand, Howarth extracted the
NNS data from 10 assignments written in a master’s applied linguistic course. However,
Howarth limited his criteria that identifies collocations by basing collocations off of three types
of verb features (figurative, technical, and delexical). Furthermore, to identify how likely verbs
or nouns in collocations can be changed into synonymous words, Howarth checked many
collocational dictionaries (e.g., Benson et al. BB1 Combinatory Dictionary of English 1986, and
Dzierzanowska and Kozlowska Selected English Collocations 1988) and analyzed three levels of
restrictedness in verb + noun combinations such as free combinations, restricted collocations,
and idioms. Overall, the quantitative findings of the NS corpus showed that NS used restricted
collocations and idioms 38% of the time, whereas the NNS corpus showed that NNS used
restricted collocations and idioms 25% of the time. Additionally, the NNS’ test scores on an
English language test correlated to their collocational scores; however, Howarth did not find any
correlations between the two scores.
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The qualitative analysis revealed that NNS produced a large number of errors—which are
described as overlapping clusters—when they used arbitrarily blocked collocations (e.g., perform
a project, pay effort, and reach findings), whereas NS did not produce any problems when they
used arbitrarily blocked collocations. The second common type of error was the non-standard
lexical substitution error, which Howarth described as blending. Specifically, blending occurs in
more restricted collocations in which the whole collocation has a closely related meaning and
consists of figurative and delexical verbs; therefore, blending errors occur when someone uses
two collocations that share a semantic similarity. Furthermore, when Howarth discussed several
types of strategies that learners used while producing collocations, he mentioned strategies such
as avoidance, transfer, analogy, repetition, and experimentation. However, he also believed that
people should tentatively discuss these strategies because there is not an adequate amount of
research and information about them.
Similarly, Granger (1998) analyzed the prefabricated patterns in advanced French EFL
writing. Specifically, she used Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis (CIA) to compare native (NS)
and nonnative (NNS) language patterns, and she hypothesized that NNS should produce less
prefabricated or conventionalized patterns when compared to their NS counterparts. On the one
hand, Granger collected the NS data from (1) the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays
(LOCNESS), (2) the students essay portion of the International Corpus of English (ICE), and (3)
the Belles Letters category of the Lancaster-Oslo-Bergen Corpus (LOB). On the other hand,
Granger collected the NNS data from the International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE)
database. Mainly, the focus of the analysis was on collocations and formulae, and on the use of
intensifying adverbs (e.g., perfectly natural). The collocations were particularly the lexical or
restricted collocations such as commit suicide, while the formulae were particularly the

72

pragmatic phrases or sentence builders that consist of passive and active frames such as it seems
(to me) that x. Then, to extract the adverbs from the texts, Granger used text-retrieval software
such as Text-Analysis Computing Tool (TACT), and the results revealed that NNS used
significantly fewer amplifiers than NS in terms of number and type. For example, the NNS
overused completely and totally and underused highly as those three amplifiers were the most
frequent in the texts. Conclusively, Granger attributed this overuse to language interference or
congruency factors.
However, the use of other individual amplifiers was too low to discuss. Specifically,
Granger identified two other categories of amplifiers: (1) a maximizer that express the highest
degree such as totally and entirely, and (2) boosters that express a high degree such as deeply and
highly. The results indicated that although the use of maximizers was high, it was not significant.
Conversely, the underuse of boosters was significant to report as NS used them (66%) compared
to (35%) in the NNS corpus. Granger classified the booster used by NS into two categories: (1)
stereotyped combinations (e.g., acutely aware), and (2) creative combinations (e.g., ludicrously
ineffective). Granger also found that most of the stereotyped combinations used by the NNS were
congruent collocations. In general, the results showed that although NNS did produce
collocations, they used atypical collocations that were not nativelike. Granger ascribed this result
to the saliency of collocations. In fact, L2 learners usually have a poor grasp of the saliency of
collocations. Overall, the findings showed that the NNS’s passive structures were similar to the
NS’s passive structures in terms of quantitative and qualitative measures; however, the NNS
overused active structures. Furthermore, Granger also found there to be a considerable effect of
L1 transfer in this study. For instance, NNS used say 75 times, whereas NS only used say 4
times. Evidently, the results showed a deficiency in the learners’ repertoires related to
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introducing arguments, which therefore led them to overuse fixed expressions and phrases to
convey their messages.
Fan (2009) conducted an exploratory study to examine the L2 learners’ collocational
competence at the secondary level. Fan adopted a task-based approach, compared the writing of
60 ESL students from Hong Kong with 60 native-speakers from the U.K., and analyzed a wide
range of collocations with different restrictions and frequency. The results revealed that the
learners from Hong Kong did not have as strong of grammatical and lexical collocational
knowledge when compared to native speakers grammatical and lexical collocational knowledge.
In fact, Fan noticed that the participants sometimes made errors because they were confused by
the L2 vocabulary such as ‘cury hair’ instead of ‘curley hair’. Specifically, learners from Hong
Kong used fewer collocations, more restricted collocations, and they overused simple
collocations when compared to the British students. Moreover, the results revealed that the
learners’ L1 affected their use of collocations.
Revier and Henriksen (2006) investigated the productive collocational knowledge of 15
Danish adult learners. Specifically, the focus of the analysis was on verb + noun syntactic
combinations. The researchers measured the collocations’ density, error rate, type, and source,
and they based their assessment of the learners’ production on essays and simultaneous verbal
protocols. Next, within the essay, the researchers identified the collocations and then classified
them into three categories including free, restricted, and idiomatic combinations. Finally, Revier
and Henriksen compared the learners L1 and L2 essays, and their results showed that the L2
learners’ collocational density was lower than the native speakers’ and the learners’ own L1
collocational density. Specifically, the learners produced fewer collocations consisting of
delexical verbs in their L2 essays when compared to their L1 essays. Moreover, the findings
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revealed that 25 % of the collocations produced by the learners were erroneous. Particularly, the
most common types of errors were choosing the wrong verbs and making grammatical mistakes.
Conclusively, the researchers found the main source of errors to be from the process of L1
transfer.
Unlike Granger (1998), Howarth (1998), Fan (2009), and Revier and Henriksen (2006)
who compared NSs and NNSs, Nesselhauf (2003) examined the production of verb + noun
collocations in 32 essays written by NNSs. Specifically, the participants were advanced learners
studying English at a German university. Also, Nesselhauf relied on the phraseological aspect of
collocations, and therefore classified collocations into “semantically motivated restriction” and
“arbitrary restriction” combinations. When Nesselhauf classified the collocations into these
restricted combinations, she identified three additional categories of combinations, namely, free
combinations, collocations, and idioms. Particularly, in this study, two native speakers
(American and British) judged (on a five-stage scale of acceptability) the participants for the
types of word combinations that they produced. After Nesselhauf collected the data, she
identified the types of errors produced by the learners by basing their errors off of the degree of
restriction and their L1 influences.
The results revealed that their L1 influences negatively affected the learners collocational
processing more than the degree of restriction affected the learners collocational processing.
Interestingly, the most frequent error that the learners made while participating in Nesselhauf’s
study was choosing the wrong verbs followed by choosing the wrong nouns, prepositions, and
determiners. Also, Nesselhauf found that the largest number of errors that the participants made
was in the combinations that had a medium degree of restriction, and especially in the
combinations where the verb took a wide range of nouns (e.g., exert and reach). Therefore, the
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learners made more errors in the partially restricted or free combinations than in the more
restricted combinations such as pay attention. In other words, learners struggled more often to
produce combinations with lower degrees of restriction than to produce combinations with
higher degrees of restriction; however, the negative effects of the degree of restriction on
collocational knowledge did not hinder the participants as much as the negative effects of the L1
on collocational knowledge. Furthermore, the results revealed that the non-congruent
collocations were more difficult than the congruent collocations for the learners to understand.
Conclusively, Nesselhauf stressed that collocations should be taught as a whole instead of as
parts (e.g., pass judgment on instead of pass judgment), and she stressed that teachers should
focus their attention towards congruency factors.
Finally, while the previous studies in this section emphasized the role of the L1 in
producing L2 collocations, Cowie’s (1992) study focused on the effects of the communicative
function on collocations. Specifically, Cowie compared the use of verb + object collocations in a
single news item and in an editorial that were both written on the same subject. Cowie’s aim was
to investigate whether the two pieces of writing presented collocations differently since they
were written under different conditions and with different communicative functions.
Furthermore, to determine the characteristics of the collocations, Cowie used testing methods
such as analyzing the meanings of the verbs and manipulating examples to find variations.
Overall, the results showed that the writers struggled while using collocations and that the
writers hardly used lexical innovations. In addition, the writers used collocations differently in
the two pieces of writing. For example, Cowie found that the number of restricted collocations
was relatively high in the editorial, whereas Cowie found that the number of dead metaphors was
relatively high in the news story; which, indicates that the use of collocations differs depending
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on the communicative function. Conclusively, Cowie suggested a balance in language teaching
where teachers can focus on both ready-made units as well as lexical innovations; however,
when Cowie concluded his research, he underscored the role of the learners’ communicative
needs in teaching.
Empirical Collocational studies in the Arabic and Saudi Context
In this section, I will first discuss the studies conducted in the Arab countries, and then I
will discuss the studies conducted in the Saudi context. Despite there being a variety of
collocational tests and learning methods, there has been a consensus that Arab learners in all of
the language proficiency levels lack collocational knowledge (see Abdellah, 2015; Ahmed, 2012;
Alzi’abi, 2017; Banboua, 2016; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007; Farghal & Obiedat,1995; Hussein,
1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003). Overall, the studies’
results have revealed that L1 interference can affect (in either a positive or a negative way) the
ability for learners to acquire collocational knowledge (see Ahmed, 2012; Farghal & Al-Hamly,
2007; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul &
Abdul-Fattah, 2003).
First off, Shehata (2008) analyzed how the learners’ L1 (Arabic) affected their production
and reception of English collocations. The participants (n = 97) were advanced university
students in Egypt and the U.S.A. In addition, the study examined how the settings (EFL vs. ESL)
contributed to different amounts of collocational exposure and therefore to different amounts of
collocational acquisition. To collect the data, Shehata administered a questionnaire, a Vocabulary
Size Test, two production tests (32 items), and one receptive test (50 items) to 15 NSs of
American English and 15 NNSs of English with different L1s. Additionally, the participants
engaged in this study so that Shehata could check the validity of the testing instruments.
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However, Shehata’s specific focus was on analyzing verb + noun and adjective + noun
collocations, and the results showed that L1 had a big influence on collocational acquisition.
Moreover, the results revealed that there was a moderate and positive correlation between the
amount of exposure and the learners’ collocational knowledge—which indicates that L2
exposure likely decreases the negative effects that the L1 has on language learners. Furthermore,
the results showed that the learners’ receptive knowledge was better than their productive
knowledge. Lastly, and most importantly, the findings revealed that the learners had higher
scores on verb + noun collocations than on adjective + noun collocations, which indicates that
the participants mainly had problems producing and receptively perceiving adjective + noun
collocations.
Besides Shehata’s analysis of collocations, Hussein (1990) similarly examined the
Jordanian EFL learners’ collocational knowledge through a 40-item test that he developed. The
participants were 200 university junior and senior students majoring in English, and they had to
complete sentences by choosing the missing words that collocate with the four other synonyms
that each question provided. The findings revealed that the students’ collocational knowledge
was unsatisfactory as only 48.4 % of the participants answered the questions correctly.
Furthermore, the results showed that 58% of the correct answers were frequently used
collocations such as have a seat, which indicates that frequency is an important factor for
learners that acquire collocations. Another influential factor in Hussein’s study was L1
interference. The results revealed that 49.4% of the incorrect answers were because of negative
transfer such as put makeup instead of wear makeup. Furthermore, participants that were not
aware of idiomatic structures such as maiden voyage led to 42.8% of the total number of errors.
Lastly, the participants that used overgeneralized strategies led to 38.8% of the total number of
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errors. Conclusively, Hussein ascribed the learners’ lack of collocational knowledge in the EFL
setting to several factors such as the overemphasis on grammar, the overuse of guessing
strategies, the reduction and simplification of the learning materials, and insufficient reading
experience.
Whereas Hussein (1990) analyzed Jordanian participants, Ahmed (2012) investigated
Libyan students’ (185 second- and third-year university students majoring in English) receptive
and productive knowledge of collocations. Specifically, Ahmed analyzed different types of
collocations such as verb + noun, noun + verb, noun + noun, adjective + noun, verb + adverb,
and adverb + adjective collocations, and Ahmed examined how the students’ L1 and L2
language exposure affected their lexical collocational knowledge. Furthermore, for Ahmed to
collect the data, she administered a multiple-choice test (60 items), a translation task (28 items),
and a self-reporting questionnaire. The results showed that the students’ lexical collocational
knowledge was generally low in both receptive and productive skills, although the students’
receptive knowledge appeared to be easier for them to use. Furthermore, the findings revealed
that the students’ L1 and L2 language exposure positively helped the students acquire
collocations. Lastly, the results showed that the learners had the most trouble answering the
adverb + adjective collocational questions, whereas the learners had the least amount of trouble
answering questions the verb + noun collocational questions.
Because of the importance of learning strategies in language acquisition, several
researchers have examined if there are strategies Arab learners particularly use to acquire or
produce collocations. For example, Farghal and Obiedat (1995) analyzed the EFL learners and
teachers’ productive collocational knowledge by administering two fill-in-the-blank
questionnaires (one English version and one Arabic translated version). The participants
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consisted of 34 university students at the junior and senior grade levels and majoring in English,
in addition to 23 teachers. Specifically, Farghal and Obiedat used 22 collocations that were
related to different topics (e.g., food, colors, and weather), and they analyzed the data by using
universal principles of lexical simplification (Blum & Levenston, 1978). The findings revealed
that both learners and teachers showed limited collocational knowledge, which makes them use
various learning strategies (e.g., paraphrasing, lexical simplification, transfer, and avoidance) to
compensate for their lack of knowledge.
Among all the strategies, the learners mostly used the strategy that entails finding
synonymous word. Interestingly, while the teachers used the paraphrasing strategy the least
number of times, the students frequently used it. Particularly, the learners with low proficiency
levels heavily relied on paraphrasing to avoid using collocations. Furthermore, the results also
showed that congruent or predictable collocations such as hot food were easier to produce when
compared to noncongruent or unpredictable collocations such as bland soup. Conclusively, the
researchers stressed that instructors need to teach collocations and pay more attention to both
idiom and open choice principles.
Then, Zughoul and Abdul-Fattah (2003) explored how Arab university students in Jordan
use collocations, and they partially based their evidence off of the students’ language proficiency
levels. Particularly, the researchers examined how learners used communicative strategies as
they translated language from Arabic to English. Specifically, the sample included graduate (n =
38) and undergraduate (n = 32) students majoring in English, and the translation test that they
took consisted of two forms that Zughoul and Abdul-Fattah used to collect the data. Furthermore,
the first part of the test followed a multiple-choice format, while the second part of the test was a
free translation task. However, because the main focus of the test was on the Arabic verb Kasara
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‘broke,’ the researchers presented in the test 16 lexical sequences with this verb so that they
could measure the students’ productive and receptive collocational competence.
Overall, the findings revealed that the graduate group scored significantly higher and
better scores than the undergraduate group, but the findings also revealed that the Arab learners
in all of the language proficiency levels encountered many problems when they used
collocations. Furthermore, the results showed that most of the questions that the students
correctly answered were frequent and transparent collocations. Additionally, there was a
significant difference between the students’ productive and receptive knowledge as the scores on
the productive test were significantly lower than the scores on the receptive test. Then, after
Zughoul and Abdul-Fattah accumulated and analyzed the data, they also identified 12
communicative strategies that the participants used: avoidance, literal translation, substitution,
overgeneralization and analogy, Quasi-morphological similarity, assumed synonymity,
derivativeness, imitation of literary style, idiomaticalness, paraphrase and circumlocution,
graphic ambiguity, and false Interlanguage (IL) assumptions. Lastly, the results indicated that the
L1 affected (in either a positive or a negative way) the learners’ ability to recognize and produce
L2 collocations.
Another particular area that is important for researchers to examine is the analysis of
collocational errors. In fact, when researchers have analyzed collocational errors, they have also
examined overall collocational knowledge. For instance, Mahmoud (2005) analyzed the writing
of Arab EFL learners to identify the collocational errors they produced. The participants (n = 42)
were university students majoring in English (upper-intermediate to advanced). Specifically,
Mahmoud accumulated 420 collocations from 42 essays to analyze. In general, the findings
showed that the participants incorrectly used 60% of the 420 collocations, and specifically 80%
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of the collocational errors were lexical errors. Interestingly, lexical collocational errors
constituted 83.27% of the overall errors, and verb + noun combinations were the most prominent
type of lexical collocational errors 94%, whereas adjective + noun combinations were the second
most prominent type of lexical collocational errors 6-14%. Conclusively, Mahmoud attributed
61% of the participants’ errors to their L1 interference in addition to intralingual effects.
Likewise, Farghal and Al-Hamly (2007) strongly emphasized the analysis of lexical
collocations in EFL writing. Specifically, English-major university students in Kuwait wrote 100
essays as their final exam for an English course. Then, the researchers analyzed the students’
errors by identifying the types of collocations (e.g., verbal, adjectival, nominal, and
prepositional) and the collocate orientations (e.g., collocator-based vs. collocate-based errors;
and, creative construction vs. L1 interference errors) that the students incorrectly used on their
essays. Furthermore, the researchers accordingly discussed the reasons behind the errors such as
interlingual and intralingual factors, and they analyzed the data through quantitative and
qualitative methods of analysis.
The results showed 488 errors in the four collocational types (e.g., 313 verbal, 112
adjectival, 52 nominal, and 11 prepositional). In addition, collocator-based errors constituted 359
of the errors, whereas collocate-based errors constituted 129 of the errors. Then, the findings
revealed that the students had more problems when they used verb + noun type of collocations as
opposed to when they used other types of collocations. In general, the collocator (which is the
head of collocations) is more difficult than a collocate when people compose collocations. In
particular, L1 interference caused 236 collocational errors, whereas creative construction caused
252 collocational errors. Specifically, the students’ L1 interference mostly harmed their verbal
collocations (162 errors) followed by their adjectival collocations (46 errors), nominal
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collocations (22 errors), and prepositional collocations (6 errors). Similarly, the students’
creative constructions mostly harmed their verbal collocations (151 errors) followed by
adjectival collocations 66, nominal collocations (30 errors), and prepositional collocations (5
errors). In sum, Farghal and Al-Hamly found the students’ overall collocational competence
unsatisfactory.
More recently than Farghal and Al-Hamly’s (2007) research, Banboua (2016) analyzed
the collocational knowledge of Yemeni EFL university students (five postgraduate and five
undergraduate students) in Malaysia. Specifically, the collocation test—which was adopted from
Al-Sibai (2009)—followed a multiple-choice format where Banboua selected 20 out of 60 items
for the test. By analyzing the students’ frequencies and percentages on the test results, and by
examining the students’ narratives (i.e., qualitative data) about the collocations on the test,
Banboua’s purpose was to analyze the learners’ collocational knowledge. Overall, the results
showed that the students poorly performed on the tests, which indicates that the students do not
have an adequate amount of collocational knowledge. Specifically, the results showed that the
students incorrectly answered 55% of the questions, whereas they correctly answered 49% of the
questions. Overall, the students incorrectly answered the questions, more than they correctly
answered the questions. Conclusively, Banboua attributed the students’ low scores to instructors
not teaching enough collocations in the EFL classrooms.
In addition to examining collocational knowledge in general, some researchers (e.g.,
Abdellah, 2015; Alzi’abi, 2017) have added training sessions as an attempt to help learners
develop their collocational knowledge. For instance, Abdellah (2015) explored why collocations
have been difficult for EFL pre-service teachers, and Abdellah proposed a training program
based on Lewis’s (2008) lexical approach to overcoming collocational difficulties. The sample (n
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= 96) consisted of senior students majoring in English at two Egyptian Universities, and
Abdellah divided the sample into two groups (control and experimental). Specifically, to first
measure the participants’ collocational knowledge, Abdellah used a lexical collocation test,
which included seven types of combinations (adjective + noun, noun + verb, noun + noun, verb +
adverb, adverb + adjective, verb + preposition, and adjective + preposition). Afterward, Abdellah
enrolled the students into a training program that focused on corpus-based activities to develop
their knowledge; then, the students took another test to verify whether or not the training helped
them learn collocations.
Specifically, the test consisted of 70 items and followed a multiple-choice format;
furthermore, the internal consistency of the test showed a reasonable validity (0.524 alpha
coefficient), and the test’s reliability was high (0.885 alpha coefficient). First, the findings
showed that explicit teaching of collocations was highly effective at increasing the learners’
receptive and productive collocational knowledge. The results also showed that the participants
scored differently on the different type of collocations. For instance, the control group scored
higher on the adjective + preposition combinations and lower on the noun + noun combinations,
whereas the experimental group scored higher on the adverb + adjective combinations and lower
on the adjective + preposition combinations. Overall, the learners showed improvements when
they used the adjective + noun collocation, whereas the learners continued to struggle when they
used the adjective+ preposition collocations. Moreover, Abdellah found that the students showed
good intuition because they used combinations with verbs rather than with nouns.
Similar to Abdellah’s (2015) study, Alzi’abi (2017) examined how two learners’
dictionaries (LDOCE and OALD) portrayed verb-adverb collocations. In particular, Alzi’abi
mainly analyzed the problems that leaners face while they use electronic dictionaries to search
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for verb-adverb collocations. Specifically, the participants consisted of 82 advanced Arab EFL
learners majoring in English, and Alzi’abi divided them into two groups: LDOCE and OALD.
Furthermore, Alzi’abi hypothesized that students would have more problems if they extracted
infrequent collocates as opposed to if they extracted frequent collocates. Moreover, Alzi’abi
expected that the students would use the dictionaries for a variety of helpful purposes. While the
students took the test, they searched for 22 verbs (12 frequent and 10 infrequent verbs) and
extrapolated three adverb collocates from the verbs. To collect the data, Alzi’abi administered a
pretest and posttest. Overall, the pretest’s results showed that the students’ collocational
knowledge was insufficient, and the posttest’s results also showed that the students’ collocational
knowledge was unsatisfactory even though each participant used a dictionary. Specifically, the
scores for the high frequency items were similar in both tests, and the scores for the infrequent
items remained high because the students used dictionaries to help them answer the questions. In
the end, there was a significant difference between the overall scores of the pretest and the
posttest. However, the adverb collocates (frequent or infrequent) were difficult for all of the
students, and neither of the dictionaries significantly helped the students.
Conclusively, Alzi’abi attributed the learners’ lack of collocational knowledge to the
challenges that learners’ encounter when they use dictionaries (which stems from the lack of
collocational clues that aid learners to infer correct adverb collocates within dictionaries).
Furthermore, even though the students went through a training session prior to the test, the
students’ performance did not significantly improve. However, learning the meaning of stimuli
seemed to positively affect the students’ scores on the production tasks. Alzi’abi concluded that
the poor performance of the students can be ascribed to the difficulty of the test, limited
repertoire of vocabulary, the lack of exposure, and the lack of effective learning strategies. In
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particular, the results of the think-aloud protocol revealed some of the strategies that the learners
used to answer the questions. These strategies include the following examples: looking for
synonyms for the collocates, using the adverb synonyms associated with the verb synonyms,
choosing an antonym of the adverb collocates, and using adjectives provided in the definitions of
some target verbs.
To sum up, researching the Arab learners’ collocational competence showed promising
results that can be added to the current literature. In fact, collocational acquisition is a
complicated phenomenon that has been affected by different factors. For instance, Farghal and
Al-Hamly (2007) found intralingual factors as influential as the interlingual factors, and Farghal
and Obiedat (1995) found an that the congruency factor affects collocational acquisition. As
Hussein’s (1990) and Zughoul and Abdul-Fattah’s (2003) results supported, the frequency of the
collocation is another key factor when learners acquire collocations. Furthermore, Shehata
(2008) found that the setting (ESL vs. EFL) helped language learners engage with the target
language and thus strengthen their collocational competence. Then, Ahmed (2012) similarly
found a positive correlation between language exposure and collocational knowledge.
Additionally, as Arab literature supports, Arab English learners commonly use learning
strategies such as synonymy, paraphrasing, avoidance, literal translation, substitution,
overgeneralization, analogy, Quasi-morphological similarity, derivativeness, imitation of literary
style, idiomaticalness, graphic ambiguity, and false IL assumptions (see Farghal & Obiedat,
1995; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003).
Another key aspect that researchers should consider when they analyze collocational
knowledge is the type of collocation that they want to examine. In fact, even though researchers
have analyzed specific collocational combinations, the findings in this area are still inconclusive
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and somewhat contradictory, which presents a pressing need for further research studies (see
Abdellah, 2015; Ahmed, 2012; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein,
1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008). For example, both Farghal and Al-Hamly (2007) and
Mahmoud (2005) found that verb + noun combinations were the hardest for learners to acquire,
which was then followed by adjective + noun combinations. In contrast, Shehata (2008) found
adjective + noun combinations more challenging than verb + noun combinations for Arab
learners. Furthermore, Ahmed (2012) found adverb + adjective combinations the most
problematic for learners, whereas verb + noun combinations were the easiest for them.
Abdellah’s (2015) results revealed that combinations with nouns are more difficult for
learners to understand than combinations with verbs, and Abdellah’s (2015) results also revealed
that explicitly teaching adjective + noun combinations led to better results than explicitly
teaching adjective + preposition combinations (as they were still challenging for the leaners even
after the training program). However, even though researchers have analyzed other combinations
of collocations, verb + adverb combinations have not received much interest in literature except
for a few studies (e.g., Alzi’abi, 2017; Granger, 1998). In particular, Alzi’abi’s (2017) results
revealed that even with the use of a dictionary, Arab learners failed to use verb + adverb
combinations correctly. Overall, all of the different methods and tests in this current study have
shown that learners in an Arabic context have had an unsatisfactory amount of English
collocational knowledge, and that they have also had more problems producing collocations than
receptively understanding them (see Ahmed, 2012; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah,
2003).
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Table 2
Summarized Findings for Arab Studies on Collocations
Author

Purpose

Instrument

Examined the learners’
collocational knowledge
Investigated the effect of
frequency and L1
interference

Productive collocation
test (developed by the
researcher)

Farghal and
Obiedat
(1995)

Investigated the learners
and teachers’ productive
collocational knowledge,
and the strategies they used
to translate the collocations

Productive fill-in-theblank questionnaires (one
English version and
another Arabic translated
version)

Zughoul and
Abdul-Fattah
(2003)

Investigated the use of
collocates as an indicator of
language proficiency
Investigated the strategies
learners use at different
levels of competence

Productive two-form
translation test
(developed by the
researchers)

The collocations of
the Arabic verb
kasara 'broke'

Analyzed collocational
errors in the students’
writing

Essay analysis

N/A

Hussein
(1990)

Mahmoud
(2005)

Farghal and
Al-Hamly
(2007)

Shehata
(2008)

Analyzed the lexical
collocations in the students’
writing
Examined the effect of
interlingual and intralingual
factors on the type of errors
Investigated the impact of
the learners’ L1 (Arabic) on
their production and
reception of English
collocations
Examined the influence of
the setting (EFL vs. ESL)
and amount of exposure on
collocational acquisition

Essay analysis

Receptive and productive
collocation tests
(developed by the
researcher)
Vocabulary size test

88

Collocation type

N/A

N/A

Lexical collocations
(verbal, adjectival,
nominal, and
prepositional)

V+N
Adj + N

Table 2 (continued)
Summarized Findings for Arab Studies on Collocations
Author

Purpose

Instrument

Collocation
type

Investigated the receptive and productive
knowledge of collocations, L1, and
language exposure on the students’
lexical collocational knowledge

Receptive and
productive tests
(translation test)
A questionnaire
(developed by the
researcher)

Lexical
collocations:
V+ N
N+ V
N+ N
Adj+ N
V + Adv
Adv+ Adj

Examined the effect of teaching
collocations while following the lexical
approach on developing the pre-service
teachers’ collocational knowledge

Receptive and
productive
knowledge tests
(developed by the
researcher)

Adj + N
N+V
N+N
V + Adv
Adv + Adj
V + Prep
Adj+ Prep

Investigated the collocational knowledge
of university students

Receptive test
adopted from AlSibai (2009)

N/A

Ahmed
(2012)

Abdellah
(2015)

Banboua
(2016)
Alzi’abi
(2017)

Investigated the difficulties that faced the
learners when using electronic
dictionaries to extract collocations
Examined the impact of frequent and
infrequent collocations on the learners’
scores

Vocabulary size test
Meara's (1992)
Productive tests
(developed by the
researcher)
Think-aloud
protocol

V + Adv

Meanwhile, in the Saudi context, collocations have been investigated through different
methods and tests. In fact, many researchers have tackled different types of collocations (see
Alsakran, 2011; Alsulayyi, 2015; AL-Zahrani, 1998; El-Dakhs, 2015; Gaballa & Al-Khayri,
2014). For instance, AL-Zahrani (1998) researched the Saudi students’ lexical collocational
knowledge at the university level. Specifically, four academic levels participated in this study
89

(freshmen, sophomore, junior, and senior levels), and AL-Zahrani examined the correlation
between their language proficiency levels and their knowledge of lexical collocations. Then, to
collect the data, AL-Zahrani used a production collocation test, Test of English as a Foreign
Language (TOEFL), and a writing test. In particular, the collocation test was in a c-test format,
and it included 50 items that focused on verb + noun collocations that only had a few letters at
the beginning of each verb as a hint for the participants to be able to complete the rest of each
collocation on their own. Furthermore, both the NNSs participants (81 male students majoring in
English) and the NSs participants piloted the collocation test 3 times. After all of the testing was
complete, the findings revealed a significant difference between the first and the second and the
third and the fourth education levels. However, the difference between the second and the third
was insignificantly small. Overall, the results showed a strong correlation between the
participants’ proficiency levels and their collocational knowledge. In addition, AL-Zahrani found
the writing test and TOEFL to accurately test participants’ collocational knowledge; however,
the writing test was slightly more accurate than the TOEFL.
Besides AL-Zahrani’s (1998) research, Alsakran (2011) also examined collocations;
however, Alsakran analyzed both the productive and receptive skills of advanced university
students when they used or receptively sensed lexical and grammatical collocations. Particularly,
Alsakran’s research focused on three types of combinations (verb + noun, preposition + noun,
and adjective + noun), and the effects of the environment (ESL/EFL). Furthermore, Alsakran
adopted Bonk’s test (2000) to examine preposition + noun combinations, and he adopted
Shehata’s test (2007) to examine verb + noun and adjective + noun combinations. Specifically,
two groups of students participated in this study: (1) 38 Saudi EFL students, and (2) 30 Arab
ESL students. Conclusively, the results showed that the learning environment had a strong effect
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on the students’ acquisition of collocations as the ESL students scored significantly higher than
the EFL students. Additionally, the students’ receptive collocational knowledge was significantly
higher than their productive collocational knowledge. Moreover, the results revealed evident
differences among the three types of combinations as the students’ scores on the verb + noun
combinations were significantly higher than their scores on the adjective + noun and preposition
+ noun combinations. Overall, both groups of students did not have satisfactory collocational
knowledge.
Similar to Alsakran (2011), Gaballa and Al-Khayri (2014) investigated students’
receptive and productive knowledge of lexical and grammatical collocations in Saudi Arabia,
and they investigated the effect that an educational environment can have on students’
collocational acquisition. Particularly, the researchers analyzed three types of collocations (verb
+ noun, adjective + noun, and verb + preposition), and 68 advanced university students
constituted the sample of this study. Furthermore, Gaballa and Al-Khayri assessed the students’
productive knowledge through three gap-filling tests, whereas they assessed the students’
receptive knowledge through an appropriateness judgment test. In the end, the results showed
that an educational environment can affect learners’ collocational acquisition as female learners
(which are taught in separate environments in Saudi Arabia than male learners) scored
significantly higher than the male learners. Unsurprisingly, the results for the students’
productive tests showed lower scores than the results for the students’ receptive tests. Among the
three types of collocations that Gaballa and Al-Khayri were researching, the verb + noun
combinations were the easiest type of collocations for the students, whereas the adjective + noun
and verb + preposition combinations were the most challenging type of collocations for the
students. Overall, the participants poorly performed on all four tests.
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Next, El-Dakhs (2015) developed a productive test to explore students’ (n = 90) lexical
collocational competence in the EFL setting at a Saudi university. Specifically, the study focused
on four factors: language exposure, the level of collocational competence, the word class of the
collocates, and the types of errors. Then, the test had fill-in-the-gap and translations tasks in
which the students had to fill in missing verbs and adjectives; however, the test also included
Arabic equivalents for the missing adjectives or verbs. In the end, the results showed that the
students’ collocational competence was unsatisfactory. Although, the findings did indicate that
language exposure slightly helped the learners’ collocational competence. Moreover, the
students’ scored higher on the verb + noun collocations than on the adjective + noun
collocations. Finally, as for the collocational errors, the results showed that the students made
more intralingual errors than interlingual errors.
Taking a different approach to assessing the learner’s collocational knowledge was
Alsulayyi (2015). He analyzed the writing of advanced Saudi students in the UK and the KSA,
and he mainly focused his examination on grammatical collocations. Specifically, Alsulayyi
examined the most frequent types of collocational errors, and the causes of them, by analyzing
10 samples from 10 students (5 EFL students, and 5 ESL students) that were at the intermediate
proficiency level based on their International English Language Testing System (IELTS) scores
(5.5 or 6). Conclusively, the findings revealed that the learning environment affected the number
of collocational errors that the ESL students and the EFL students made (as the ESL students
made fewer errors than the EFL students). Interestingly, the results also showed that the students
made the highest number of errors when they wrote noun + preposition and adjective +
preposition combinations. In fact, the participants’ L1 strongly influenced the type of
collocational errors that the students made, especially the collocations that contain prepositions.
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In addition, Alsulayyi found that the participants avoided some grammatical combinations such
as adjective + that-clause and noun + that-clause. Overall, these various errors that Alsulayyi
discovered can be ascribed to the learners’ limited knowledge of grammatical collocations.
Other researchers have focused on how incidental learning has affected learners’ abilities
to acquire collocations. For instance, El-Dakhs et al. (2018) conducted an experimental study to
examine how explicit instruction and incidental learning affects learners’ collocational
acquisition. Specifically, 114 Arab elementary school students participated in this study, and the
students took post-tests and delayed tests that were created by El-Dakhs et al. to assess the
students’ receptive and productive collocational knowledge. On the one hand, the receptive test
asked multiple-choice questions, whereas on the other hand the productive test asked fill-in-thegap questions that included 24 verb + noun combinations. Furthermore, on the tests, there were
Arabic equivalents for the missing words. Overall, the findings revealed that explicit teaching
had a positively strong effect on the learners’ recognition of collocational forms, and on their
recall (either short-term or long-term recall) of collocations. Additionally, because of incidental
learning, the participants slightly improved their ability to briefly recognize collocational forms.
Likewise, as El-Dakhs et al. (2018) similarly analyzed, Alharthi (2018) researched how
incidental reading and out of class exposure such as watching TV, listening to music, or using
social media affects language learners’ collocational knowledge. Particularly, Alharthi explored
the productive knowledge of the participants by having them incidentally read verb + noun
collocations at three different levels. Furthermore, the sample consisted of 46 Saudi university
students. Then, to collect the data, Alharthi used a recall cloze test that contained 21 items in
addition to a self-report survey. Conclusively, the results showed that collocations could be
learned incidentally; however, the amount of collocational acquisition that the participants

93

experienced was limited. Furthermore, the participants had easier experiences when they learned
high-frequency verb + noun collocations, whereas the participants had difficult experiences when
they learned infrequent verb + noun collocations. Thus, Alharthi found that the frequency of the
collocation plays a role in the development of learners’ collocational knowledge. Additionally,
the results showed that Alharthi could predict how well the participants would acquire
collocations by first examining their outside language exposure (e.g., watching TV, listening to
radio and reading English books). Overall, the results showed that EFL students encounter many
challenges when they learn collocations.
Then, Alharthi (2015) examined another crucial factor of collocational acquisition,
namely, language attrition. Specifically, Alharthi (2015) examined the long-term language
attrition of FSs in 81 male EFL university students by testing them and then analyzing their
results. Particularly, they scored at the 3,000 level on the vocabulary size test. Furthermore,
Alharthi administered to the students a pretest and a posttest to assess their knowledge of FSs
over a three-month summer semester, and the tests were in multiple-choice and cloze-gap
formats. The results showed that language attrition affected different types of FSs. Interestingly,
the results revealed that the students scored differently on their recognition and recall scores as
the students scored higher on their recognition scores than on their recall scores. Therefore,
language attrition negatively affected the participants’ recall abilities more than their recognition
abilities. Lastly, the findings revealed that the participants found the frequent and transparent
combinations easier to retain than the infrequent and less transparent combinations.
While Alharthi (2015) focused only on EFL students, El-Dakhs (2017) focused on
examining the patterns of word associations by comparing Arab EFL students with NSs.
Particularly, El-Dakhs investigated how increased language exposure and word characteristics
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could affect learners’ association patterns. Specifically, 421 Arab learners enrolled at a Saudi
university and 45 NSs of English participated in this study, and they took a multiple-response
word association test that measured their abilities to associate words with other words. In
general, the results showed that language exposure (especially when the words were frequent
words) and the words’ characteristics strongly affected the students’ association patterns. In
particular, the increased language exposure improved their lexical collocational connections,
which in turn increased their collocational competence. Moreover, the words’ characteristics
affected the participants’ associated links such as links with nouns that constitute central
positions. Conclusively, El-Dakhs recommended that teachers and instructors should focus on
teaching abstract nouns, state verbs, and non-gradable adjectives; furthermore, El-Dakhs
recommended that teachers and instructors give their students more opportunities to practice
their verbs and adjectives that are based off of meaning-based connections.
Similar to the other collocational studies that analyzed the learning strategies used in
collocational production and reception (e.g., Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah,
2003), Habtoor and Al-Swaidan (2019) examined the Saudi learners’ receptive collocational
knowledge, and the way they used translation strategies. Specifically, the participants were 40
female university students, and they took a translation test and a test that the researchers adopted
from Gyllstad’s (2007) test to assess the participants’ receptive knowledge of collocations.
Furthermore, the translation test included short texts and sentences that had 48 collocational
combinations within them. In general, the findings revealed that the students had a limited
amount of collocational knowledge. In particular, there was a positive correlation between the
students’ familiarity with collocations and their use of translation strategies, which indicates a
need for teachers to focus on teaching collocations instead of teaching translation strategies. In
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fact, as the participants increased their collocational knowledge, they also developed their
translation ability. Additionally, the results revealed that the students’ low level of collocational
knowledge corresponded with their low level of familiarity with translation strategies.
Interestingly, the researchers found that the participants heavily relied on strategies such as literal
translation, and using synonyms, which resulted in odd and non-native like collocations.
Conclusively, Habtoor and Al-Swaidan attributed the difficulties of learning collocations to
many reasons including intralingual factors, the complex nature of collocations, curriculum
design, and teaching materials.
Overall, crucial factors of collocational knowledge are language proficiency, language
exposure, L1 interference, intralingual effects, frequency, explicit teaching, incidental learning,
and learning strategies. In the Saudi context, research studies on collocations (e.g., Alharthi,
2015, 2018; Alsakran, 2011; Alsulayyi, 2015; AL-Zahrani, 1998; El-Dakhs, 2015, 2017; ElDakhs et al., 2018) have supported current research about how frequency, L1 interference,
language exposure, and language proficiency affect collocational acquisition (see Fan, 2009;
Groom, 2009; Koya, 2003; Nguyen & Webb, 2017; Peters, 2016; Revier & Henriksen, 2006;
Sonbul, 2015; Wolter & Yamashita, 2015; Yamashita & Jiang, 2010). However, the comparisons
between the different types of lexical collocations have yielded contradictory results. On the one
hand, many researchers have found that language learners struggle the most when they use verb
+ noun combinations (e.g., Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007; Mahmoud, 2005; Nesselhauf, 2003;
Peters, 2016); on the other hand, El-Dakhs (2015) found that language learners struggle the most
when they use adjective + noun combinations, and Alsakran (2011) similarly found that language
learners struggle more when they use adjective + noun and preposition + noun combinations as
opposed to when they use verb + noun combinations.
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Likewise, Gaballa and Al-Khayri (2014) also concluded that learners had less challenges
when they used verb + noun combinations than when they used adjective + noun and verb +
preposition combinations, which corresponds with Shehata’s (200b) and Abdellah’s (2015)
results. Both Alsakran (2011) and Alsulayyi (2015) have concluded that ESL students performed
significantly better than EFL students, so the environment (e.g., ESL vs. EFL) can be used as an
indicator of learners’ collocational knowledge. Likewise, in Gaballa and Al-Khayri’s (2014)
study, they concluded that the educational environment (female environment vs. male
environment) affected the leaners’ test scores as the female learners outperformed the male
learners. Furthermore, El-Dakhs (2015) and Alharthi (2018) have found that learners acquire
collocational knowledge better when they are exposed to the language. Specifically, Alharthi
(2018) concluded that out of class exposure (e.g., watching TV, listening to music, and using
social media) can be used as indicators of learners’ collocational knowledge, which aligns well
with González and Schmitt’s (2015) research results. Conclusively, there has been a consensus
that Arab learners (especially in the EFL setting) have poorly performed on collocational tests
and writing samples (Abdellah, 2015; Alharthi, 2015, 2018; Alsakran, 2011; Alsulayyi, 2015;
AL-Zahrani, 1998; Alzi’abi, 2017; El-Dakhs, 2015, 2017; El-Dakhs et al., 2018; Farghal & AlHamly, 2007; Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008;
Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003).
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Table 3
Summarized Findings of Saudi Studies on Collocations

Author

Collocation
type

Purpose

Instrument

Examined the differences in the
learners’ knowledge
of lexical collocations among
different academic levels

Productive collocation
test
TOEFL
Writing test

Alsakran
(2011)

Investigated the productive and
receptive knowledge of lexical
and grammatical collocations
Examined the effect of the
environment on the acquisition of
collocations

Productive and receptive
tests on V + N & Adj + N
Shehata’s test (2007)
Productive test on V +
Prep Bonk’s test (2000)

Gaballa and
Al-Khayri
(2014)

Investigated the receptive and
productive knowledge of lexical
and grammatical collocations
Explored the effect of the
educational environment on
collocational acquisition

Three gap-filling
productive tests
One appropriateness
judgment receptive test
(developed by the
researchers)

V+N
Adj + N
V + Prep

Investigated the productive
knowledge of grammatical
collocations in ESL vs. EFL
learners
Examined the most frequent
types of errors and the reasons for
their occurrences

Essay analysis

N + Prep
Adj + Prep

AL-Zahrani
(1998)

Alsulayyi
(2015)

Alharthi
(2015)
Examined the long-term attrition
of formulaic sequences
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Receptive and productive
(developed by the
researcher)
Vocabulary Size Test
(Nation & Beglar, 2007)

V+N

V+N
Adj + N
V + Prep

N/A

Table 3 (continued)
Summarized Findings of Saudi Studies on Collocations

Author

Purpose

Instrument

El-Dakhs (2015)

Examined the learners
’collocational competence
focusing on four important factors:
collocational competence,
language exposure, the word class
of the
Collocates, and types of
collocational errors

Productive test
(developed by the
researcher)

Investigated the patterns of word
associations
between NSs and NNSs
Examined the effect of language
exposure and word characteristics
on the learners’ association
patterns

A multiple-response
word association test
(developed by the
researcher)
A questionnaire

Examined what works better for
L2 collocational learning: explicit
instruction or incidental learning

Receptive and
productive knowledge
tests
(developed by the
researchers)

El-Dakhs (2017)

El-Dakhs,
Amroun, and
CharlotMuhammad
(2018)

Alharthi (2018)

Examined the effect of reading as a
way of
incidentally learning collocations
Investigated whether out-of-class
exposure such as watching TV,
listening to the radio or music,
reading English books and using
social
media plays a role in collocational
acquisition
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Collocation
type

V+N
Adj + N

N/A

V+N

Productive test
N/A
Self-report survey

Table 3 (continued)
Summarized Findings of Saudi Studies on Collocations

Author

Habtoor and
Al-Swaidan
(2019)

Purpose

Instrument

Investigated the learners’ familiarity
with collocations and the strategies
they use in translating collocations into
Arabic
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Collocation
type

Receptive test
Gyllstad (2007)
Translation test
(developed by the
researcher)

V+N

Chapter 3: Methodology

Overview
Collocational knowledge plays a fundamental role in language reception and production.
Despite its importance in language learning, several L2 learners have demonstrated insufficient
knowledge of collocations (see Fan, 2009; Granger, 1998; Howarth, 1998; Koya, 2003; Nguyen
& Webb, 2017). More specifically, research has shown that even advanced L2 learners face
difficulties when they encounter collocations (see Alzi’abi, 2017; Hatami, 2015; Henriksen,
2013; Leśniewska, 2006; Nesselhauf, 2003; Rafieyan, 2018; Wray, 2002; Zughoul & AbdulFattah, 2003). In addition, research conducted on Arabic learners of English has revealed that
their collocational knowledge was unsatisfactory regardless of their language proficiency level
(see Abdellah, 2015; Ahmed, 2012; Alzi’abi, 2017; Banboua, 2016; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007;
Farghal & Obiedat, 1995; Hussein, 1990; Mahmoud, 2005; Shehata, 2008; Zughoul & AbdulFattah, 2003).
In fact, as recent literature has supported, the factors that have affected L2 learners’
collocational competence include L1 interference or congruency (see Ahmed, 2012; Biskup,
1992; Fan, 2009; Farghal & Al-Hamly, 2007; Granger, 1998; Hussein, 1990; Koya, 2003;
Mahmoud, 2005; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier & Henriksen, 2006; Shehata, 2008), frequency (see
Barfield, 2009; Fan, 2009; Hussein, 1990; Nizonkiza, 2012), semantic transparency (see Cowie,
1992; Dokchandra, 2019; Nesselhauf, 2003; Revier & Henriksen, 2006), language proficiency or
vocabulary size level (see Barfield, 2009; Mutlu & Kaslioglu, 2016; Nizonkiza, 2012; Peters,
2014; Webb et al., 2013; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003), learning strategies (see Howarth,

101

1998; Hussein, 1990; Farghal & Obiedat,1995; Zughoul & Abdul-Fattah, 2003), and the amount
of exposure through formal instruction or informal activities (see Ahmed, 2012; Dokchandra,
2019; González & Schmitt, 2015; Shehata, 2008). Furthermore, these factors can be classified
into four main categories: (1) learner features (e.g., individual differences, proficiency level,
vocabulary size level, learning strategies, and motivation), (2) language exposure features either
formal (e.g., amount of study, inclusion of collocations in textbooks and types of activities) or
informal (e.g., reading, watching TV, listening to music, using social media, interacting with
native speakers, and visiting English speaking countries), (3) collocation features (e.g.,
frequency, congruency, semantic transparency, and type of collocation), and (4) environment
features (e.g., EFL, ESL). Particularly, this study analyzed the informal exposure variable, and it
examined two of the learner features including vocabulary size level and motivation.
Based on the researcher’s literature review, there has been no study (besides this
particular study) conducted in the Saudi context that considered the relationships of all these
variables in a single study. More importantly, there has not been enough research about the
correlation between Saudi EFL learners’ motivation and collocational knowledge as analyzing
motivational sub-factors could potentially predict language learners’ collocational knowledge. In
fact, much of the information on this matter has come from studies that have investigated how
motivation affects language learners’ formulaic sequences or nativelike selections, but not
collocations per se (see Dörnyei et al., 2004; Foster et al., 2014, Schmitt et al., 2004). For this
reason, this current study sought to fill this gap in literature, and it was an attempt to find more
answers that help understand the challenges that Saudi EFL learners face as they acquire L2
collocational knowledge. To achieve this goal, this study intended to answer the following
research questions (below).
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Research Questions
1. Are vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation positively associated with
collocation test scores?
2. From among vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation, what is the strongest
predictor of collocation test scores?
Research Design
Among the many variables previously mentioned in the literature review, this exploratory
quantitative study analyzed vocabulary size level, informal language exposure, and motivation
by examining their relationship to the learners’ collocational test scores. Furthermore, this study
also investigated how vocabulary size level, informal language exposure, and motivation can
predict the L2 learners’ collocation test scores. To answer the two research questions,
quantitative methods were used. Specifically, according to Dörnyei (2007), the proponents of
quantitative methods emphasized the fact that this type of inquiry is usually systematic, precise,
focused, and rigorous, and therefore it provides reliable and replicable data that can be
generalized. Overall, the goal of this study was to explore the relationship between the three
variables (i.e., vocabulary size level, informal language exposure, and motivation) and
collocational test scores in order to identify the specific variables that predict higher
collocational knowledge. In particular, correlation was used to measure the association between
the variables, and multiple regression was used to identify variables that predict collocational test
scores, which is appropriate to use in purely exploratory studies (Cohen et al., 2003) that analyze
variables hypothesized as indicators of collocational knowledge.
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Context and Study Participants
Data was collected from students at two Saudi universities, one located in the central
region, and one located in the western region. Although participants were all native Arabic
speakers, they had all studied English for almost nine years before they entered college.
However, the number of years each student has studied English in their lifetime varied according
to the learners’ language background. For example, English is taught in the fourth grade in
public elementary schools in Saudi Arabia (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015), whereas students in private
schools can start learning English in kindergarten. A power analysis using the “G power”
software program, indicated 119 participants would be needed for three predictors at .05 alphalevel, power of .95, and effect size of .15. Since the collocation test is for advanced learners, only
undergraduate advanced Saudi students (whose ages range from 18-25) participated. The data
were collected from October, 2020 through February, 2021.
Due the emergent circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic, the entire educational
system in Saudi Arabia transferred to distance learning in order to maintain the students’ safety.
Thus, all data were collected online. Study links were sent to the students’ instructors, who then
posted them on the Blackboard. In order to explain the goal of the study, I was granted guest
access to some of the online classes. I also prepared and distributed an online tutorial which
explained the goal and process of the study. Finally, some professors helped by explaining the
study goal and process to their students. Overall, out of 203 students who agreed to participate,
136 completed all the questionnaires and tests.
Sample A Description
The five-study links were sent by the Dean of the Scientific Research ata Saudi university
in the center of the country to all the professors in the Translation Department via email. Four
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instructors participated in data collection. Initially, 500 students enrolled in a graduation project
course were sent an invitation to participate. However, because the participation-rate was so low
(1%), three additional sections participated in the study. Each section consisted of 20 students
(60 students in total). Out of 33 students who participated in the study, only 20 female students
(seniors) completed all the tests and questionnaires. The ages of students ranged between 22 and
25 years, and all participants had a minimum of 5.5 out of 9 score on the International English
Language Testing System (IELTS) test.
Sample B Description
Six professors from a Saudi university located in the western region participated in data
collection. The professors posted the five links in the blackboard. The data was collected during
the students’ class time. Out of 170 students who participated in the study, only 116 female
students (freshmen) completed all the tests and questionnaires. The ages of students ranged
between 18 and 23 years, and all participants were enrolled in the Preparatory Year Program
(PYP) where all students were placed into the program according to their English language
proficiency level. All students that participated in this study were advanced level based on
Oxford Online Placement Test (OOPT).
Instruments
To collect the data, four instruments were used.
COLLEX and COLLMATCH
First, to measure the learners’ collocational knowledge, Gyllstad’s (2007) COLLEX and
COLLMATCH tests were adopted. The tests’ Cronbach alpha level is .86 for COLLEX and .91
for COLLMATCH. Even though both tests include verb + noun phrase combinations,
COLLEX’s items are juxtaposed horizontally, whereas COLLMATCH’s items are in a grid
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format. Furthermore, in COLLMATCH, the learners decide whether or not people generally use
the collocations in English by ticking a yes or no box, while in COLLEX the learners decide
what verb collocates with the noun in the three presented collocations. Lastly, both tests have a
total of 150 items (50 in COLLEX, and 100 in COLLMATCH). In the present study, the total
score of both tests for each participant was calculated.
Language and Social Background Questionnaire (LSBQ)
Language and Social Background Questionnaire (LSBQ) (Luk & Bialystok, 2013) was
used to measure the learners’ informal exposure. Specifically, its purpose is to help researchers
analyze fundamental factors of bilingualism such as socio-economic status, language proficiency
in L1 and L2, and the amount of language usage across different modalities and in different
environments. Originally, the LSBQ was used on 110 bilingual young adults that could speak
different L1s. Currently, researchers have used the LSBQ to examine different issues of
bilingualism such as the daily usage of bilingualism and the language proficiency (see Bialystok
et al., 2014; Poarch & Bialystok, 2015; Smith et al., 2019; Wiseheart et al., 2016). In addition,
Anderson et al. (2017) validated the LSBQ by using it with 408 participants from different
populations (including Arabs), and the researchers conducted a separate reliability analyses for
each factor which were bilingual usage and language proficiency.
The questionnaire consists of 22 items that cover demographic, language background,
and community and language-use type of questions. For example, in the community and
language use section, item #18 analyzes the participants’ language use during different ages and
developmental stages such as when the participants were in preschool, primary school, and high
school. Item #20 investigates the contexts of language use (e.g., school, work, home, social
activities, shopping, and health care services), while item #21 examines the various ways that the

106

students encounter language in the activities (e.g., reading, emailing, watching movies, and
browsing the internet). To suit the context of the current study, I modified some items on the
questionnaire as shown in Table 4. Furthermore, two accredited translation centers translated the
questionnaire to avoid any confusions or misunderstandings that can result from the participants’
language barrier. Additionally, I used items #1, 2, 4, 12, 13, 14, and 15 to collect demographic
information and language-background information. I processed the questionnaire through
Qualtrics in order to facilitate the collection of the data. Lastly, I calculated the total score of the
selected items (e.g., items #18, 19, 20, and 21) on a scale from 1 to 5 to identify how often the
participants’ use language/s daily. In particular, higher values on the scale indicated that those
participants had more bilingual skills, whereas lower values on the scale indicated that those
participants had less bilingual skills.
In this study, the LSBQ was used on 136 Saudi advanced L2 learners. The focus was on
examining the informal language exposure variable, which was represented by the community
language use behavior section. The questionnaire was translated and validated by two translation
centers. The LSBQ was piloted by distributing it to university students and professors after
putting the questions into Qualtrics. The Cronbach alpha reliability was .79, which is acceptable
(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
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Table 4
LSBQ’s Items Modification
Item #

Original items

Modifications made

13

Were you born in Canada?

Were you born in Saudi Arabia?

14

Have you ever lived in a place where
English is not the dominant
communicating language?

Have you ever lived in a place where
Arabic is not the dominant
communicating language?

15

List all the language and dialects you
can speak and understand including
English, in order of fluency:

List all the language and dialects you can
speak and understand including Arabic, in
order of fluency:

16

Relative to a highly proficient speaker’s
performance, rate your proficiency level
on a scale of 0-10 for the following
activities conducted in English and
your other language(s).

Relative to a highly proficient speaker’s
performance, rate your proficiency level
on a scale of 0- 10 for the following
activities conducted in Arabic and in
English.

18

19

Please indicate which language(s) you
most frequently heard or used in the
following life stages, both inside and
outside home.

Please indicate which language(s) you
most frequently heard or used in the
following life stages, both inside and
outside home.

Likert scale: English and other
languages

Likert scale: Arabic and English

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use when speaking to the
following people.

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use when speaking to the
following people.

Likert scale: English and other
languages

Likert scale: Arabic and English
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Table 4 (continued)
LSBQ’s Items Modification
Item #

20

Original items

Modifications made

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use in the following
situations.

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use in the following situations.
Likert scale: Arabic and English

Likert scale: English and other
languages

21

22

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use for the following
activities.

Please indicate which language(s) you
generally use for the following activities.

Likert scale: English and other
languages

Likert scale: Arabic and English

Some people switch between the
languages they know within a single
conversation (i.e. while speaking in one
language they may use sentences or
words from the other language). This is
known as “language-switching”. Please
indicate how often you engage in
language-switching. If you do not know
any language(s) other than English, fill
in all the questions with 0, as
appropriate.

Some people switch between the
languages they know within a single
conversation (i.e. while speaking in one
language they may use sentences or words
from the other language). This is known as
“language-switching”. Please indicate how
often you engage in language-switching. If
you do not know any language(s) other
than Arabic, fill in all the questions with
0, as appropriate.

Vocabulary Levels Test
To score the learners’ vocabulary level test, I used Webb, Sasao, and Ballance’s (2017)
Form A of the updated Vocabulary Levels Test. Specifically, the test consists of five levels
(1000, 2000, 3000, 4000, and 5000) with 30 questions for each level, and its items are from the
word lists on Nation’s (2012) BNC/COCA databases. Web et al. validated their test by collecting
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data from a total of 1,713 participants from different countries including Japan, China, Vietnam,
United States, Turkey, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, the test results showed (.96) Rasch
reliability level. In the current study, the total number for each level was counted to identify the
vocabulary level of the learners, and the cut point for the 1000, 2000, 3000 levels was 29/30
since the vocabulary items constitute the highest frequency levels. However, for 4000 and 5000
levels, the cutting point was 24/30 since mid-frequency vocabulary starts at the 4000 level
(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014, as cited in Webb et al., 2017). This means that students who scored
29/30 on level 1000, and then scored 28/30 on level 2000 were placed at level 1000.
L2 Motivational Self-System Questionnaire (L2MSS)
I examined the learners’ motivation by using Moskovsky, Racheva, Assulaimani, and
Harkins’s (2016) L2 Motivational Self-System Questionnaire (L2MSS), which was adapted from
Taguchi et al. (2009), Ryan (2008), and Gardner (2004). Mainly, the questionnaire’s components
are the Ideal L2 Self (10 items), the Ought-to L2 Self (15 items), the L2 Learning Experience (15
items), and the Learners’ Intended Learning Efforts (8 items). This 48-item questionnaire
measure motivation using a 5-point Likert scale with ‘strongly agree’ on the left end and
‘strongly disagree’ on the right end. Furthermore, to originally validate the L2MSS, 360 Saudi
L2 learners including males (n = 62.5%) and females (n = 37.5%) used the test. The Cronbach
reliability was .80 for the Ideal L2 self, .67 for the Ought-to L2 self, .68 for L2 learning
experience, and .75 for the learners’ intended learning efforts. In the current study, I counted the
total number of items for the three main components (Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to L2 Self, and
the L2 Learning Experience), which totaled to 40 items. Lastly, two accredited translation
centers translated the L2MSS into Arabic, and I submitted the L2MSS to Qualtrics. Then, after
putting the questions into Qualtrics, the questionnaire was piloted on some university students to
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check the clarity of the translation and item formatting. I also consulted EFL professors who
teach in the tertiary level in Saudi Arabia. After that, the questionnaire was distributed to 136
Saudi advanced L2 learners. The Cronbach’s alpha was .70, which is considered acceptable
(Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
Data Collection Procedures
To collect the data, I used four instruments (two questionnaires and two tests).
Specifically, the four instruments were the collocation test as the criterion measure (150 items),
the LSBQ (22 items), the updated Vocabulary Levels Test (150 items), and L2MSS (48 items). I
kept the data on my computer in a password protected file that requires credentials to log in so
that I could maintain participant’s confidentiality. Furthermore, collecting the data took four
months to reach the desired sample size necessary to use inferential statistics in the present study.
There was no specific order to take the tests and questionnaires; instead, the order and time
frame of the tests and questionnaires depended on the students and instructors’ schedules. All the
questionnaires were translated into Arabic to avoid any language barriers. Finally, all the
instruments were converted into Qualtrics to facilitate the electronic collection of the data.
Qualtrics (https://www.qualtrics.com/) is an online survey platform that aids researchers in
collecting their data and provides them with different templates and automated analytics.
Data Analysis Procedures
To analyze the data, I used the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
software program. In particular, I set the alpha level (two-tailed) in this study at .05 for all the
statistical analyses, and I calculated descriptive statistics (e.g., mean, median, standard deviation,
skew, and kurtosis). Furthermore, I analyzed the data visually by using scatter plots and
histograms to assess assumptions for using linear regression. The assumptions include normality,
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homoscedasticity, multicollinearity, linearity and additivity, and independence (Field, 2016). To
answer the first research question, I used Pearson product moment correlation coefficient
analysis to test for a statistically significant association and examine the magnitude of the
relationship between the dependent variable (the collocation test scores) and the three
independent variables (vocabulary size level, informal language exposure, and motivation). To
measure informal language exposure, I calculated the total score for selected items from the
LSBQ. To identify the learners’ vocabulary level, I counted the total number of each level. Then,
to identify the learners’ motivation level, I counted the total score of the L2MSS. To answer the
second research question, I used multiple regression to measure the relationship between the
dependent variable (the collocation test scores) and the predictive independent variables (i.e.,
vocabulary size level, informal language exposure, and motivation) when accounting for the
effects of one another. Overall, the goal was to identify variables that can predict participants’
collocation test scores. In fact, one of the best uses in the behavioral sciences of multiple
regression is to examine the complexity of relationships (Cohen et al., 2003), as in the present
dissertation.
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Chapter 4: Results

Overview
In this chapter, I summarized the data analysis results from SPSS. To begin with, I
provided demographic information, reported descriptive statistics, and then included the results
of the linear regression assumptions tests, such as normality, homoscedasticity, multicollinearity,
linearity and additivity, and independence. After that, I answered each research question
separately by reporting the results of the correlation and multiple regression analyses.
Demographic Information
The participants (n = 136) were all Saudi female advanced students. Their English
proficiency levels were based on their results on the IELTS and OOPT tests. All participants
spoke Arabic as their first language and their age rang was between 18 and 25 years old.
Descriptive Statistics
Table 5 shows the results of the descriptive statistics of the dependent (collocation tests
scores) and independent variables (vocabulary test scores, total of language exposure scores, and
total of motivation scores). The total score for the collocation test is 150. In the current study, the
minimum score on the collocation test was 56, while the maximum was 140. The vocabulary test
has five levels, and every level comprises 30 questions. The total number for each level was
counted to identify the vocabulary level of the learners, and the cut point for the 1000, 2000,
3000 levels was 29/30, while for 4000 and 5000 levels, the cutting point was 24/30. In this study,
the minimum level score of vocabulary was 0, which indicates that some students did not even
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reach level 1 on the vocabulary test. The maximum score was 5, which is the highest level on the
test. The total score of the informal language exposure represented in the community and social
exposure items as measured by the LSBQ is 145. In this study, the minimum score of informal
language exposure was 31, while the maximum was 100.
The total score of motivation towards learning English is 200. In this study, the minimum
score was 100 and the maximum score was 182. The mean scores were 78.13, 0.79, 56.23, and
148.59 for collocation tests scores, vocabulary test scores, total of language exposure score, and
total of motivation scores, respectively. The standard deviation shows how far the data deviate
from the mean. In other words, higher values of standard deviation mean that the data are spread
out from the mean. The standard deviation value of motivation scores (SD = 17.00) shows the
highest spread, while the standard deviation value of vocabulary tests shows the narrowest
spread out from the mean (SD = 1.164). The collocation test scores and language exposure scores
(SD = 14.035, 12.989) also indicate high spread out from the mean. The variance is the average
of the squared differences from the mean score. Therefore, as the variance increases, the
variability in the data around the mean increases. The highest value of variance was found in
motivation scores 288.985, followed by collocation test scores 196.975, followed by language
exposure score 168.725, and then by the vocabulary test score 1.354.
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Table 5
Descriptive Statistics
N

Min

Max

Mean

SD

Collocation score

136

56

140

78.13

14.035

196.975

1.415

3.072

Vocab test level

136

0

5

0.79

1.164

1.354

2.430

6.447

Informal exposure

136

31

100

56.23

12.989

168.725

0.336

0.066

Motivation

136

100

182

148.59

17.000

288.985 -0.480

-0.176
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Variance Skew

Kurtosis

Preliminary Analysis: Testing the Assumptions
When using a linear regression model, it is important to test if the data meet the
assumptions of linearity and additivity, normality, homoscedasticity, multicollinearity, and
independence because the violation of these assumptions might affect the accuracy of the linear
models (i.e., correlation and regression results) (Field, 2016). Therefore, a preliminary analysis
was conducted to test the assumptions.
Normality
Normality means that the data are distributed normally. Data normality can be assessed
through different ways such as graphs, numbers, or significance tests (Field, 2016). One way to
assess normality is by examining the skewness and kurtosis of the data. According to Chou and
Bentler (1995), data is considered extreme if the value is greater than |3.0| (as cited in Weston &
Gore, 2006). In addition, the upper limit for kurtosis is greater than |10.0| (Kline, 2005 as cited in
Weston & Gore, 2006). The values for skewness and kurtosis for the dependent variable and the
three predictors (See Table 5), do not meet the criteria for extreme values. For the current study,
normality was also assessed by examining the P-P plot (Figure 1) and a histogram (Figure 2).
Data is considered normal if it falls along the diagonal in the P-P plot, as Figure 1 shows, most of
the data falls very close to the diagonal line. Similarly, an examination of the histogram shows
the data is normal with slight deviation. Finally, normality was assessed using Cook’s distance.
Values that are greater than 1 are considered extreme outliers. In the current study, no value
greater than one was found for Cook’s distance. This means that no case in the data had
excessive influence (Field, 2016), and therefore, the normality assumption was met.
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Figure 1
P-P Plot Showing Data Normality
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Figure 2
Histogram Showing Data Normality

Homoscedasticity, multicollinearity, and linearity and additivity
Homoscedasticity is another term for describing the homogeneity of the variance.
According to Field (2016), it means that “the variance of the outcome variable should be stable
at all levels of the predictor variables” (p. 7). It also can be analyzed through graphs, numbers, or
significance tests (Field, 2016). Additionally, linearity and additivity mean that when the effects
of several predictors are combined, they should add their effects to each other’s and that the
relationship between the predictors should show a straight line (Field, 2016). As shown in Figure
3, there is a linear relationship between the predictors and the outcome. Although the shape of
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the data appears slightly funneled, it is not extremely funneled. The results of Levene’s test
(Table 6) showed statistically significant p values for vocabulary test (p < .001) and for the
LSBQ (p < .014) based on the mean. However, Field (2016) stated that the results of the median
are slightly better because they are less affected by outliers. Based on the median, no statistically
significant p values were found for Leven’s test, which indicates that the homoscedasticity
assumption was met. Multicollinearity was also tested for the current study. Multicollinearity
refers to the correlation between the predictors. It can be assessed by using the variance inflation
factor (VIF) statistics (Field, 2013, as cited in Field, 2016). The assumption for multicollinearity
is met when the VIF value is less than ten. As shown in Table 7, the VIF value for vocabulary
test and for LSBQ is 1.06, indicating the assumption of collinearity was met.

Figure 3
A Scatterplot of the Data Showing the Values of the Residuals Plotted Against the Values of the
Predicted Outcome
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Table 6
Tests of Homogeneity of Variances
Variable

Levene Statistic

df1

df2

p

Based on Mean

3.127

33

90

.000

Based on Median

0.677

33

90

.897

Based on Median & with adjusted df

0.677

33

16.785

.835

Based on trimmed mean

2.694

33

90

.000

Based on Mean

1.817

33

90

.014

Based on Median

0.822

33

90

.733

Based on Median & with adjusted df

0.822

33

23.540

.703

Based on trimmed mean

1.651

33

90

.033

Based on Mean

1.562

33

90

.051

Based on Median

0.749

33

90

.824

Based on Median & with adjusted df

0.749

33

42.180

.803

Based on trimmed mean

1.482

33

90

.074

Vocab test level

Informal exposure

Motivation

Note. Df = degree of freedom.
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Table 7
The Results of Tests of Multicollinearity
Model 1

Standardized Coefficients
β

Constant

Collinearity Statistics
t

p

Tolerance

VIF

.943

1.060

.943

1.060

0.000 1.000
<

Vocab test level

.399

5.081
.001

Informal exposure

.178

2.266

.025

Note. VIF = variance inflation factor.

Independence
The assumption of independence means that the residuals are not correlated with the
dependent variable; instead, they are independent (Field, 2016). According to Field (2016),
independence can be assessed using Durbin-Watson test, which can vary between 0 and 4. A
value that is close to 2 means that the residuals are not correlated. In addition, values that are
greater than 2 reveal a negative correlation, while values that are lower than 2 indicate a positive
correlation. Field (2016) added that values that are less than 1 or higher than 3 might be
problematic and even the values that are closer to 2 might cause a concern based on the sample
and the model. As shown in Table 8, the value of Durbin-Watson is 1.721, which is close to 2.
Therefore, the assumption of independence was met.
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Table 8
Model Summary Showing the Results of Durbin-Watson Test
Model

R

R2

∆R2

SE

Durbin-Watson

1

.474a

.225

.213

.89

1.721

Note. SE = standard error.

In the present study, the data were transformed from raw scores to z-scores to put them
on the same metric. Converting the data to z-scores means that they were transformed into
standard deviation units, which are distributed around a mean of 0 and standard deviation of 1.
This transformation was performed to solve the problem of large residuals (Field, 2016).
RQ 1- Are vocabulary level, informal exposure and motivation positively associated with
collocation test scores?
To answer the first research question, Pearson product moment correlation coefficient
analysis was used to assess the magnitude of the relationship between the dependent variable and
the three independent variables. Table 9 shows that the correlation between the collocation test
scores and participants’ vocabulary level was statistically significant (r = .442; p < .001), and
also shows a statistically significant correlation between collocation test scores and the total
language exposure score (r = .273; p < .001). However, there was not a statistically significant
correlation between collocation test scores and the total score of motivation towards learning
English (r = .108; p = .210). Based on these results, a statistically significant relationship was
found between the collocation tests scores and each of the participants’ vocabulary level and
informal language exposure.
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Table 9
Correlation Between the Collocation Scores and the Three Independent Variables
Variable
1. Vocab level
2. Informal exposure
3. Motivation
4. Collocation score

1

2

3

4

__
.238**

__

.089

.046

__

.442**

.273**

.108

__

Note. **p < .01.

RQ 2- From among vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation, what is the
strongest predictor of collocation test scores?
To answer the second research question, I used multiple regression to examine which
variable was the most influential in predicting collocation scores. In this model, the motivation
variable was omitted because it was not significantly correlated with collocation scores. As Table
10 shows, the model was a good fit for the data and that this model improves the prediction of
the outcome variable (F (2, 133) = 19.307, p < .001). R represents the values of the multiple
correlation between the outcome and the predictors, which means that .474 is the simple
correlation coefficient when vocabulary level and language exposure are used as predictors. R2
measures how much the variance in the outcome is represented by the predictors. In this model,
vocabulary level and language exposure account for .225 of the variation in the collocation test
scores. The ∆R2 represents the shrinkage value which is an estimate of the R2 in the population.
The shrinkage in this model means that if the data were derived from the population and not
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from a sample then it would be responsible for approximately 21.3% less difference in the
outcome.

Table 10
Model Summary of Multiple Regression Analysis: Vocabulary Level and Informal Exposure
Predicting Collocation Test Scores
Model

R

R2

∆R2

F

df1

df2

P

1

.474a

.225

.213

19.307

2

133

.000

Note. Df = degrees of freedom; R2 = R squared; ∆R2 = adjusted R squared.

As shown in Table 11, the b represents the relationship between the collocation test
scores and each predictor (vocabulary tests scores and language exposure scores). It also shows
if the relationship between the dependent variable and predictors is positive or negative and
reveals the degrees of the effects each predictor has on the outcome if all other predictors held
constant. In this model, there was a positive relationship between the collocation tests scores and
the vocabulary level and language exposure (b = 4.816, t (133) = 5.09, p < .001). This means that
as the vocabulary level increased one unit, the collocation tests scores increased 4.816. Similarly,
language exposure was also a significant predictor of collocation test scores (b = 0.192, t (133) =
2.27, p = .025), which indicates that for each unit increase in language exposure, the collocation
tests scores increased at 0.192. While both vocabulary level and language exposure were
significant predictors of collocation test scores, the magnitude of the β was higher for the
vocabulary test scores, indicating it was a stronger predictor of collocation tests scores than the
language exposure. Figure 4 shows the path analysis model of associations between vocabulary
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level, informal language exposure and collocation test scores. In this model, both vocabulary
level and informal language exposure correlated positively with the collocation test scores. The
vocabulary level accounted for .399 increase in the collocation test scores, while the effect of
language exposure accounted for only .178 increase in the collocation test scores.

Table 11
Coefficients Statistics of Multiple Regression Analysis for Collocation Test Scores
Variable

Model 1
B

β

95% CI
SE

t

p

LL

UL

4.775

13.304

.000

54.079

72.968

Constant

63.523

Vocab test level

4.816

.399

0.948

5.081

.000

2.941

6.691

Informal exposure

0.192

.178

0.085

2.266

.025

0.024

0.360

Note. SE = standard error; CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

To conclude, we can see from the standardized beta (β) values measured in standard
deviation units that the β value for vocabulary level was .399 and the β value for language
exposure was .178. This also means that the vocabulary level had a slightly stronger relationship
with collocation scores than the language exposure. Moreover, as shown in Table 12, no
statistically significant correlations were found between the three components of motivation
(Ideal L2 self, Ought to L2, and L2 Learning Experience) and the collocation test scores. To
answer the second research question, from among vocabulary level, informal language exposure,
and motivation, the results revealed that vocabulary level was the most influential variable in
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predicting the collocation test scores followed by the language exposure variable. Since there
was no statistically significant correlation between the participants’ motivation towards learning
English and the collocation test scores, the motivation predictor cannot be considered as an
influential predictor for the L2 collocational knowledge.

Table 12
Correlation of the Three Components of Motivation and the Collocation Scores
Variable

1

2

3

1. Ideal L2 self

__

2. Ought to L2

.557**

__

3. L2 learning experience

.467**

.365**

__

.122

.093

.050

4. Collocation score

Note. ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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4

__

Figure 4
Regression Model of Associations Between Vocabulary Level, Informal Language Exposure, and
Collocation Test Scores

Vocabulary Size Level

Collocation
Test Scores
Informal Language
Exposure

Note. The regression model shows associations between vocabulary level, informal language
exposure, and collocation test scores. Coefficients presented are standardized linear regression
coefficients.
**p < .001.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

Introduction
The current study investigated the relationship between the L2 learners’ collocation
scores and their vocabulary level, informal language exposure, and motivation. It also examined
which variable among the three was the most influential variable in predicting the collocation
test scores. This chapter discusses the findings of the study and then provides pedagogical
implications for language teachers to consider when developing students’ vocabulary/collocation
knowledge and informal language exposure. The limitations of the study and future
recommendations are also addressed at the end of this chapter.
Discussion: RQ 1- Are vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation positively
associated with collocation test scores?
Vocabulary Level
The results of the current study revealed a significant and positive correlation between
the collocation test scores and the vocabulary level of the participants. This means that the
students who scored higher on the vocabulary test also scored higher on the collocation test and
vice versa. This finding was anticipated based on the previous research that investigated the link
between collocational knowledge and vocabulary level. For example, Gyllstad (2007) developed
the COLLEX and COLLMATCH tests to measure the receptive knowledge of Swedish advanced
EFL learners in upper-secondary school and university level. His results showed a positive and
significant correlation between the students’ collocational knowledge and their vocabulary level.
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Moreover, Mutlu and Kaslioglu (2016) investigated the relationship between learners’
vocabulary size level and their receptive and productive knowledge in Turkey. They used
Gyllstad’s receptive collocation test and modelled a productive measure on the same test. Their
findings also showed a positive and significant correlation between the vocabulary size level and
the learners’ collocational knowledge. Additionally, the results of this study lend support to the
results of Nguyen and Webb’s (2017) study, which found a positive and significant relationship
between 100 Vietnamese university students’ collocational knowledge and single words
knowledge.
Given the vital role single vocabulary plays in L2 collocational knowledge based on the
existent literature, the significant correlation between the learners’ vocabulary level and learners’
collocational knowledge obtained in this study was expected. Schmitt and Meara (1997)
investigated the relationship between vocabulary size and two types of vocabulary knowledge
including word associations and grammatical suffix knowledge. The participants were provided
with 20 prompt verbs and asked to rate them from known, unknown, and partially known. The
results indicated that when the verbs were rated as unknown, the participants could not provide
any words association for them. However, with the verbs that were rated as partially known, the
participants were able to guess the word associations. Most importantly, with the known verbs,
the participants were able to provide 50% correct word associations. Overall, the results showed
a significant correlation between the learners’ vocabulary size and their knowledge of both
receptive and productive word associations, which means that knowing the single words led to
an increase in the knowledge of word associations. Schmitt and Meara concluded their article by
stating that the learners’ ability to provide correct word associations was indeed linked to their
vocabulary size. The results of the current study lend support to Schmitt and Meara’s (1997)
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findings regarding the strong correlation between knowing the L2 single words and the
knowledge of their collocates. In the current study, for instance, the participants’ higher levels of
vocabulary were significantly and positively correlated with their scores in the collocation tests.
Furthermore, Lu and Lim (2019) examined the relationship between the Korean learners’
vocabulary size and their knowledge of word associations. The results showed a significant and
positive correlation between the learners’ vocabulary size and their word association knowledge,
especially their accuracy in detecting the syntagmatic and paradigmatic associations. However,
no correlation was found between the accuracy and reaction times. The findings indicate that
vocabulary size plays a key role in identifying word associations in the second language, which
supports the current study’s results regarding the significant correlation found between
vocabulary level and the learners’ collocational knowledge.
In addition, Webb and Kagimoto (2009) examined the impact of receptive and productive
word tasks on learning collocations and meaning. Their findings indicated that both tasks were
effective in acquiring collocational knowledge as the results showed significant gains in
collocational knowledge. Specifically, the findings indicated that the participants scored higher
on the productive tests of collocational meaning because the individual words in those
collocations were common such as blow nose and give examples. This means that there is a link
between knowing a word and knowing its collocates. Indeed, not knowing the word in the first
place makes it impossible to know its collocates. Accordingly, the learners’ vocabulary level is
likely to determine their collocational knowledge as the two variables have shown significant
correlations in several studies including the current study (e.g., Gyllstad, 2007; Mutlu &
Kaslioglu, 2016; Schmitt & Meara, 1997).
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Informal Exposure
Unlike Nesselhauf’s (2005) results which found that L2 immersion had a negative
effect on the learners’ collocational knowledge, the results of the present study showed a positive
and significant correlation between the informal language exposure and the students’
collocational knowledgeAdditionally, the results of the current study don’t support the results of
Siyanova and Schmitt (2007), who found that L2 immersion had no effect on the ESL learners’
usage of multi-word verbs. The key difference in the current study’s results and Nesselhauf’s
(2005) and Siyanova and Schmitt’s (2007) results is ascribed to the type of environment and the
type of informal exposure. In addition, it can be attributed to the difference in the statistical
methods. For example, Nesselhauf examined the effect of the length of residence such as the
interaction between native and non-native speakers in the ESL environment and the acquisition
of collocations, while in the current study, the correlation between informal language such as
watching TV, listening to radio, and using English through emailing and texting with native and
non-naive speakers on EFL learners’ collocational knowledge was examined. In other words, the
current study did not investigate the influence of informal exposure in the ESL setting,
specifically the length of residence. In fact, the quantity of exposure might not be the key to
develop or learn collocational knowledge. For example, Adolphs and Durow’s (2004) results
revealed a relationship between the quality of the social and cultural interaction and the ESL
learners’ acquisition of formulaic sequences.
Similar to the results of the current study, several researchers such as Ahmed (2012)
found a strong positive relationship between the informal language exposure in the EFL setting
and the acquisition of lexical collocations. In addition, Schmitt and Redwood (2011) found a
positive relationship between the informal language exposure in the EFL and ESL settings and
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the acquisition of phrasal verbs. Important to the current study, González and Schmitt (2015)
investigated the correlation between the informal language exposure and the Spanish EFL
learners’ collocational knowledge and found a strong relationship between the learners’
collocational knowledge and their informal use of the second language outside the classroom.
Similarly, Alharthi (2018) examined the relationship between informal language exposure and
the Saudi EFL learners’ collocational knowledge through incidental reading. He also found that
the exposure to the second language outside the classroom correlated positively with the
acquisition of collocations.
The results of the current study support previous research concerning the positive
relationship between informal language exposure and the learners’ collocational knowledge and
MWEs (e.g., Alharthi, 2018; Awaj, 2018; Garnier & Schmitt, 2016; González & Schmitt, 2015;
& Schmitt & Redwood, 2011). Awaj (2018) investigated the relationship between the Libyan
learners’ productive and receptive collocational knowledge and their exposure to English inside
and outside the classroom in addition to the effect of their L1. The findings revealed that in
general, the learners demonstrated limited knowledge of collocations; however, a positive
relationship was found between informal exposure and the learners’ knowledge of collocations
while a negative correlation was found between the formal exposure and collocational
knowledge. This indicates that the acquisition of collocational knowledge is most likely to occur
in informal settings rather than formal instruction.
Specifically, González and Schmitt (2015) found a correlation between reading, watching
TV/films, visiting English-speaking countries and social networking and the acquisition of
collocations. However, there was no correlation between listening to music and acquiring L2
collocations. Additionally, Schmitt and Redwood (2011) found that watching TV/films and
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reading had a positive effect on the acquisition of phrasal verbs, whereas listening to music and
social networking did not have an impact. Moreover, Garnier and Schmitt (2016) examined the
EFL learners’ knowledge of polysemous phrasal verbs and the impact of a number of factors
including the informal language exposure through reading, social networking, listening to music,
and watching TV. The results indicated that reading and social networking were good predictors
of polysemous phrasal verbs’ knowledge, while no correlation was found between listening to
music and watching films and the knowledge of phrasal verbs. Therefore, while informal
language exposure has been positively connected to acquiring MWEs, the results of the
correlation between some types of informal exposure (e.g., listening to music, watching films,
and social networking) and the acquisition of MWEs are still contradictory.
There are several hypotheses that explain the findings of this study regarding informal
language environment and collocation test scores. First, the findings of the current study were
anticipated given that informal exposure is an essential source of language input. Unlike the
formal setting where students have limited exposure to the target language, informal exposure
offers unlimited opportunities for L2 learners to be exposed to the target language in several
situations such as watching TV or using social media with native speakers. This type of exposure
is quite beneficial for acquiring the L2 in general, but even more important for acquiring a
unique structure of the language such as collocations that require extensive exposure to the L2.
According to Krashen (1985), input is the most crucial source that leads to effective language
acquisition (as cited in Brown, 2014). It is likely that the importance of input depends on the
frequency factor, since learners should be exposed to the target structures frequently in order to
acquire language structures. This is why informal language exposure plays a fundamental role in
language acquisition; it fosters the frequent exposure to the target language. According to Ellis
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(2007) the acquisition of formulaic sequences is affected by frequency and practice. The effect of
frequency is related to the chance of encountering the constructions. Indeed, language learners
encounter high-frequency constructions more than the low frequency constructions. Furthermore,
practice is effective due to its powerful connection to the nervous system that makes the
practiced constructions more marked than the non- practiced ones (as cited in Ellis et al., 2008).
The second hypothesis is related to the importance of implicit learning in SLA. In fact,
Ellis and Wulff (2020) strongly advocated the need for implicit learning because a significant
portion of L2 acquisition happens implicitly. For example, learners can be incidentally exposed
to a large number of authentic collocations by watching TV, reading, or using social media with
native speakers, which might consolidate their knowledge and use of collocations. To acquire the
L2, learners rely on two major sources of input (formal and informal). De Wilde et al. (2020)
stated that informal language exposure is similar to incidental language learning which was
defined by Hulstijn (2003) as acquiring the words and language structures through engaging and
communicating with others in which the learners’ focus is geared towards the meaning of the
structures more than the forms. According to Ellis (2002) language acquisition is “a process of
dynamic emergence” (p. 297). Ellis believed that the learners' language acquisition results from
their practices and communicative interaction, which forms the essence of the informal exposure
concept where learners use the language outside the classroom.
Specifically, informal language exposure plays a key role in acquiring collocational
knowledge based on Ellis’s (2002) usage-based theories in which the amount of exposure is
linked to the acquisition of language structures. Usage-based theories are based on two working
hypotheses:
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(1) Language learning is primarily based on learners’ exposure to their second language
(L2) in use, that is, their communicative experience using the L2.
(2) Learners induce the rules of their L2 from this experience by employing cognitive
mechanisms that are not exclusive to language learning, but that are general cognitive
mechanisms at work in any kind of learning, including language learning. (Ellis &
Wulff, 2020, p. 63)
The third hypothesis relates to the authenticity factor. Unlike the classroom setting where
most of the materials are structured (i.e., commercial textbooks), informal exposure is considered
a reliable source for the learners to acquire the L2 in authentic situations such as reading
newspapers, watching movies, listening to radio, or using social media with native speakers. In
fact, Ellis (2002) claimed that the answer to why formulaic language does not dominate in the
initial stages of language acquisition is actually related to the notion of classroom instruction. He
argued that classroom instruction distorts the naturalistic sequence of formulaic language
because of its strong emphasis on deductive learning, pedagogical rules, and direct translation
that affect the learners’ production. That suggests classroom instruction or formal instruction
should not be the only source of input for language learners, especially to acquire formulaic
language. Ellis believes that L2 learning should also follow the naturalistic child acquisition
process to reach default sequence of language acquisition. According to Ellis (2005), the
naturalistic route of acquisition starts from formula and then limited patterns, which accordingly
turns into creative constructions.
Motivation
The results of the current study revealed a positive yet not statistically significant
correlation between the learners’ motivation towards learning English and their collocation test
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scores. Although motivation plays a significant role in acquiring a second language (e.g.,
Alkaabi, 2016; Alshahrani, 2016; & Eusafzai, 2013), the existing literature indicates the opposite
when it comes to examining the relationship between learning multiword expressions or
collocation and the learners’ motivation by using only quantitative methods. For instance,
Dörnyei et al.’s study (2004) yielded no significant correlations between individual differences
variables including motivation and the degree of acquiring FSs. Similarly, Schmitt et al. (2004)
did not find found significant relationships between individual differences factors such as age,
gender, language aptitude, and motivation and the acquisition of FSs. Additionally, Foster et al.
(2014) did not find a significant relationship between motivation and the acquisition of NLSs.
Most importantly, several researchers in the Saudi context investigated the relationship between
motivation and the learners’ language proficiency or the learners’ performance on achievement
tests in English and reported no significant correlation between the motivation and language
proficiency/performance (e.g., Moskovsky et al., 2016; Massri, 2019).
Although previous research has not found a relationship between motivation and English
achievement/performance tests or the acquisition of multiword expressions, that research has not
yet investigated how motivation is related to collocation test scores. Thus, the current study
sought to investigate the possibility that there is a correlation between the two variables. Similar
to previous research, the current study did not reveal a significant correlation between motivation
and the collocation test scores. This provides additional evidence regarding the relationship
between motivation and collocation acquisition. There are several possible reasons why we did
not find a significant relationship between motivation and collocation test scores. First, language
learners who have strong motivation towards learning English might not be aware of the
importance of learning collocations. The learners’ unawareness of collocations might be related
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to the limited inclusion of collocations in the teaching materials compared to grammar and single
vocabulary (Hinkel, 2019a). Another reason might be ascribed to noticing MWEs such as
collocations because L2 learners cannot identify collocations most of the time despite their
prevalent occurrences in spoken and written English (Hinkel, 2019b).
Second, acquiring collocation is not an easy task because it requires frequent and longterm exposure to the target language whether in formal and informal ways, which is
unfortunately limited in the EFL setting. Third, having a strong motivation toward learning an L2
does not necessarily mean that the learners have acquired all the L2 structures, especially the
complicated ones such as collocations. Fourth, the relationship between individual differences
such as learners’ motivation and the acquisition of formulaic sequences is complex as Schmitt et
al.’s (2004) results indicated. For this reason, Schmitt et al carried out another longitudinal
qualitative study to examine this relationship in depth, which accordingly revealed a complex
relationship between the acquisition of formulaic sequences and situated learning. Fifth, the
motivation survey used in this study focused on the learning experience that occur in the
classroom setting while the focus of this study was on informal language exposure, which might
have affected the results of the correlation between motivation and collocational knowledge.
Although the result of motivation and collocational knowledge in this study was not
statistically significant, the role of motivation as a mediator of moderator in learning
collocational knowledge should not be ignored. For example, Asbulah et al. (2020) found a
direct and indirect correlation between motivation, Arabic collocation learning strategies, and the
learners’ collocational knowledge. Most importantly, they found that learning strategies variable
was a partial mediator. This means that motivation whether intrinsic or extrinsic can potentially
improve the learners’ collocational knowledge.
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Discussion: RQ 2- From among vocabulary level, informal exposure, and motivation, what
is the strongest predictor of collocation test scores?
The results of multiple regression analysis indicated that vocabulary level and informal
language exposure were significant predictors of the students’ collocational knowledge.
Specifically, the regression model predicted an increase in the collocation scores at .399 as the
vocabulary level increased, and an increase in the collocation tests scores at .178 as the language
exposure increased. Specifically, the current study indicates that the students’ vocabulary level is
the most influential predictor, followed by the informal language exposure. It is likely that
vocabulary level emerged as the most influential variable given the crucial role vocabulary
knowledge plays in SLA. According to Folse (2004), the term “vocabulary” in the L2 means
more than only single words; it covers “set phrases, variable phrases, phrasal verbs, and idioms”
(p. 2).
In fact, single words and collocations are interrelated. Folse stated that the most essential
part of knowing new words for L2 learners is knowing the collocations that collocate with the
new vocabulary. He also added that common words (e.g., take) for L2 learners are those that can
collocate with a lot of other words, while vocabulary that can rarely collocate with other words
(e.g., exempt) is considered advanced for L2 learners. Hinkel (2019a) attributed the difficulty of
MWEs to the L2 learners’ limited vocabulary that leads them to misuse MWEs or misinterpret
their non-literal meanings. What makes collocations different from single words is that
collocations usually consist of two or more words that usually come together. Collocations have
unique characteristics such as their rigid word order and the impossibility of replacing their
lexical components (Hinkel, 2019b). These characteristics make them harder to notice and
produce for L2 learners compared to single words.
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The descriptive statistics of the vocabulary level variable in the current study yielded the
highest kurtosis value 6.447, which indicates that the data had heavy tails or outliers. Although
the students were advanced EFL learners, most of them scored at 1000 level or even below.
Surprisingly, only a few students scored at the 5000 level and that might have caused the higher
number of outliers in this predictor. The lower level of vocabulary that the students demonstrated
in this study can be interpreted by different reasons. One reason is that the students did not put
much effort in completing the test as they were overwhelmed by the number of questions (150
items) and the time required to finish the test.
Another reason for the lower level of vocabulary demonstrated in the data of the current
study might be ascribed to the fact that the frequency factor is not reliable enough to measure the
learners’ vocabulary knowledge. Schmitt and Meara (1997) also found a discrepancy in the
learners’ vocabulary size level because their results showed that the learners did not know all or
most of the high frequency words before knowing the low frequency words. Further, the students
in the higher vocabulary levels did not show better gains compared to the students in the lower
vocabulary levels. In the current study, the vocabulary test was constructed based on the most
frequent vocabulary in the lower levels (1,000, 2,000, and 3,000), and the least frequent words in
the higher levels (4,000 and 5,000). Judging the students’ knowledge of vocabulary based on
frequency might not be highly reliable.
The second significant predictor in the current study was the informal language exposure.
The effect of language immersion on the development of L2 learners’ MWEs knowledge is
inevitable. Unfortunately, immersion in EFL setting is not as accessible as in ESL setting where
English is the primary spoken language. Exposure to English through social interaction is limited
in EFL setting, which makes the formal setting the main source of input (Bahrani et al, 2014).
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Several researchers have found informal language exposure to be influential in language
acquisition and particularly in acquiring and developing multiword vocabulary or collocations
(e.g., Ahmad, 2012; Alharthi, 2018; Gonzalez & Schmitt, 2015; Groom, 2009). Only a few
studies in the Saudi context have explored the correlation between the learners’ informal
language exposure and their collocational knowledge. For instance, Alharthi (2018) investigated
the relationship between incidental reading and the informal language exposure and the Saudi
students’ collocational knowledge. His findings revealed a positive relationship between the
learners’ collocational knowledge and out of class exposure through social media such as
watching TV and reading. He concluded that informal language exposure is a good predictor for
the learners’ collocational knowledge.
The importance of informal language exposure is best examined with usage-based
theories (Ellis, 2002) in which the learners’ exposure to the second language through
communication and practice is deemed primary to acquiring language structures. Classroom
instruction is not always influential because everything taught is not necessarily learned (Ellis &
Wulff, 2020). This does not mean that formal instruction is ineffective; instead, it means that it
should be supplemented by other resources in order to reach the optimal learning outcome. The
exposure that the learners receive outside the classroom fosters their acquisition of language
structures, especially their collocational knowledge. Another characteristic of informal exposure
is that it occurs subconsciously, which is related to the exemplar-based learning (Ellis & Wulff,
2020). This means that a considerable amount of language learning happens implicitly and
without the learners’ awareness of its occurrence. However, it is mediated by the frequency of
the constructions and the contexts of their occurrence (Ellis & Wulff, 2020). Ellis and Wulff call
this process “implicit tallying” and relate it to the basis of human recognition and categorization
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of patterns. In fact, a large part of our language is considered “formulaic”, and people usually
recycle the constructions they have memorized in the past (Ellis & Wulff, 2020).
Therefore, the key aspect in informal language exposure is that it provides the learners
with more opportunities of exposure and practice, which accordingly reinforces their formal
instruction. Indeed, as research shows, informal learning plays an essential role in fostering the
learners’ acquisition and development of collocations. For example, incidental reading, watching
TV, and social networking were positively correlated with the acquisition of collocations and
phrasal verbs (Garnier & Schmitt, 2016; González & Schmitt, 2015; Schmitt & Redwood, 2011).
This means that the more the learners are exposed to the L2 through reading, watching TV, or
social networking, the more collocations they acquire. In addition, the more L2 immersion the
learners experience, the more collocations they acquire (Groom, 2009).
Pedagogical Implications
Some pedagogical implications are provided in the following section to help the Saudi
EFL instructors develop their students’ vocabulary and collocational knowledge and increase
their informal exposure to English. Moreover, teachers should not assume a strong relationship
between their students’ motivation and their knowledge of collocations.
Direct Instruction
The results of the current study showed that the participants’ vocabulary level was quite
low. Given the strong relationship between vocabulary level and the learners’ collocational
knowledge obtained in the current study, teaching vocabulary should receive more attention. One
of the most beneficial techniques to teach vocabulary is direct instruction. In his book, Folse
(2004) debunked several myths about teaching vocabulary. For instance, contrary to the common
belief regarding the unproductivity of using word lists and translation methods, Folse argued that
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using those techniques are actually fruitful in teaching vocabulary. Consequently, language
teachers should not discourage their students from translating the new words in the classrooms.
They also should provide their students with word lists for the most important words in each
unit. Moreover, Folse (2006) found that repeated exposure is an effective technique in teaching
vocabulary. Thus, teachers must expose their students to single words frequently.
Learners’ Autonomy
The results of the current study showed that informal language exposure correlated
positively and significantly with the learners’ collocational knowledge. As mentioned, classroom
instruction should not be the only source of language learning; rather, students should be
encouraged to be autonomous learners. Teachers should help their students reach a high level of
autonomy in which students can use their skills and strategies to acquire the authentic language
outside the classroom (Brown, 2014). Increasing the students’ autonomy will boost their selfconfidence and help them seek information about their L2 outside the classroom. Accordingly, it
will increase their communication and practice of the L2 outside the classroom, which is a
primary aspect in the usage-based theories (Ellis, 2002). For instance, helping L2 students to
become autonomous learners and encouraging them to engage in informal activities such as
reading, watching TV, or using social media outside the classroom will most likely increase their
collocational knowledge.
In addition, the current study showed a significant and positive relationship between the
learners’ vocabulary level and their collocational knowledge. Therefore, helping students
increase their vocabulary knowledge autonomously will accordingly correlate positively with
their collocation knowledge. Indeed, Almusharraf (2018) investigated the role of Saudi EFL
learners’ autonomy in developing their vocabulary knowledge, and found that learners’
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autonomy played a significant role in enhancing the students’ vocabulary. She also found that
although the teachers were aware of the importance of learners’ autonomy, they did not
encourage their students to become autonomous. On the one hand, Almusharraf (2020) found
that developing the learners’ autonomy had a role in increasing their intrinsic engagement and
motivation, which in turn led to vocabulary development. Thus, teachers should be cognizant of
the importance of raising their students’ autonomy in order to develop their vocabulary
knowledge. For example, it would be helpful if teachers can encourage their learners to write
down the new vocabulary they encounter daily in a notebook. By doing so, they will become
more autonomous in their learning, and thereby their vocabulary repertoire might increase.
On the other hand, raising the learners’ autonomy does not always significantly correlate
with their knowledge in the L2, specifically their knowledge of collocations. The current study
did not find a significant relationship between the learners’ motivation and their collocational
knowledge, which was also supported by previous studies (Dörnyei et al., 2004; Foster et al.,
2014; Schmitt et al., 2004). This finding indicates that the students who have high motivation
towards learning English are not necessarily knowledgeable about the target language structures
such as collocations. Therefore, teachers should not assume that their highly motivated students
have higher knowledge of collocations. However, the role of motivation as a mediator of
moderator should not be ignored as some researchers found it beneficial in increasing the
learners’ collocational knowledge (Asbulah et al., 2020).
Technology Assisted Teaching
The findings of the current study indicated that informal language exposure had a
significant and positive relationship with the learners’ collocational knowledge. As mentioned,
informal language exposure in the EFL setting relies heavily on technology. Thus, promoting the
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use of technology in the EFL environment to practice and communicate with the target language
is beneficial. In fact, the findings of the current study showed a correlation between informal
language exposure in general and the learners’ collocational knowledge. This study did not
separately unpack or measure the correlation between the informal language components and the
learners’ collocational knowledge. Therefore, based on the findings of the current study, using
technology such as media platforms might increase the learners’ collocational knowledge
because informal language exposure was found as a good predictor in general. However, the
results do not indicate that informal language exposure had an effect on the learners’
collocational knowledge.
Even though the results of the current study did not show a significant relationship
between motivation and collocation tests scores, language educators should not underestimate
the role of motivation in acquiring collocations, particularly through the use of technology. For
example, teachers might provide motivationally enhanced learning tools to increase the learners’
interaction and communication with native speakers because motivation can play a strong role as
a mediator or moderator variable to improve the learners’ collocational knowledge. In fact, AlNasser (2015) explored the problems of learning English in Saudi Arabia and found that one of
the problems is the lack of using technology. Alharthi et al. (2020) reviewed the literature from
2014 to 2018 regarding the effect of using social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter,
Snapchat, and Instagram) on increasing the L2 vocabulary knowledge in Saudi Arabia. The
findings revealed that social media platforms were effective in developing the Saudi learners’
engagement, motivation, and vocabulary knowledge.
Moreover, technology plays a fundamental role in teaching a second language in general
and teaching vocabulary or collocations, in particular. Thus, it would be helpful to train students
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to use technology (e.g., Corpus linguistics) to check their collocational usage. Folse (2004)
advocated the use of Corpus linguistics to teach collocations as it contains a large body of
language examples taken from different resources such as newspapers, interview, and movie
scripts.
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Studies
One of the limitations of this study is missing data that might have resulted from test
fatigue. In fact, many of the participants in this study found the time and number of tests and
questionnaires overwhelming, which led to observations with missing data and an unexpected
delay in the process of data collection. For example, out of 203 students who agreed to take the
tests and questionnaires, only 136 (70%) completed all the requirements. This limitation might
have led to a slightly biased population where only the motivated students completed all the
requirements, which also might have affected the motivation results. Due to the COVID-19
pandemic, data collection procedures were modified to adapt to the unexpected changes that
occurred in the educational system in Saudi Arabia where the study took place. The entire
educational system transferred to distance learning, which thereby made it extremely difficult to
collect data, especially from a large number of participants.
A second limitation is that the participants in this study were all Saudi university
students, and therefore no generalization should be applied to other populations or education
levels. The focus of this study was on investigating the students’ receptive collocational
knowledge based on Gyllsatd’s collocation test. The test only included verb + noun collocations,
and thereby any other types of collocations were out of the study’s scope. In addition, Gyllstad
used the frequency criteria to choose the collocations in his test. Therefore, congruency issues
were not included in the current study. Moreover, the results of this study should not be
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generalized to cover other types of collocations than the verb + noun collocations or other skills
than the receptive skill. The current study only investigated the correlation between the Saudi
learners’ collocational knowledge and three variables including vocabulary level, informal
language exposure, and motivation. Thus, the results of this study were limited to those
variables. Lastly, the use of questionnaires is one of the limitations in this study because the
integrity of the students’ responses was not guaranteed.
Given the limitations of this study, several recommendations are provided for future
studies. First, the overwhelming nature of the time and number of tests and questionnaires should
be considered when replicating this study as most of the participants were reluctant to
participate. Second, researchers might consider testing the learners’ collocational knowledge by
using different tests, criteria, skills, and types of collocations. Third, a future study might
consider investigating the correlation between collocational knowledge and other predictors than
the ones used in the current study such as vocabulary level, informal language exposure, and
motivation. Other predictions might include congruency, frequency, or formal instruction.
Fourth, because this study only focused on the total score of informal language exposure, a
future study might unpack the individual components of informal language exposure such as
texting, emailing, or watching TV and measure their correlation separately with the learners’
collocational knowledge. Fifth, future research might investigate the role of motivation as a
mediator or moderator variable in learning collocations. Sixth, this study only used quantitative
methods and therefore a future study might use mixed methods to further investigate the
relationship between vocabulary level, informal exposure, motivation, and the collocation test
scores. However, it should be noted here that in the current study, the effect size resulted from
the correlation between motivation and collocation tests scores was small (r = .108) according to
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the benchmark values for effect size suggested by Cohen (1988) which are 0.2 small, 0.5
medium, and 0.8 large. In fact, a small effect size usually limits the practicality of the
implications.
Conclusion
This study investigated the relationship between the university EFL learners’
collocational knowledge and their vocabulary level, informal language exposure, and motivation
in Saudi Arabia. It also explored which predictor among the three was the most effective in
predicting the learners’ collocation test scores. The results showed a positive correlation between
the three predictors and the collocation test scores. However, only vocabulary level and informal
exposure yielded statistically significant correlations. The results also indicated that vocabulary
level had a slightly stronger effect in predicting the collocation scores than the informal language
exposure. Based on these results, it can be inferred that the EFL learners’ collocational
knowledge is correlated with their vocabulary knowledge and informal language exposure,
which can help teachers develop appropriate pedagogical strategies to improve their students’
collocational knowledge. While the process of collocational acquisition is associated with other
crucial variables (e.g., frequency, congruency, types of collocations, and proficiency) the current
study focused only on vocabulary level, informal language exposure and motivation.
Furthermore, only vocabulary level and informal language exposure were significant predictors
for collocational knowledge. Thus, special focus should be geared towards developing the
learners’ vocabulary and increasing their informal language exposure in order to reach the
optimal level of collocational knowledge.
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Appendix B: Data Collection Approval Letter 1
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Appendix C: Data Collection Approval Letter 2
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Appendix D: Gyllstad’s (2007) COLLEX Test
INSTRUCTION:
This test section contains 50 (1-50) questions. Each question contains three-word sequences
marked with a), b) and (c) respectively. Your task is to choose one of the three-word sequences
in each question.
One of the three-word sequences in each question is a natural and commonly occurring word
combination in the English language, while the other two are not. Choose the word sequence that
you consider to be the most natural and most commonly occurring by placing a clear cross under
the corresponding letter in the box i
Example
abc
51 a. Do a mistake b. Make a mistake c. Run a mistake X
In the example above, option b, 'make a mistake' has been selected in response to question 51.
Each correctly answered question gives points, and every incorrectly answered question gives 0
points. If you do not tick one of the boxes in a question, or tick two or more, you get 0 points.
abc
1 a. do damage b. make damage c. run damage
2 a. turn out a fire b. put out a fire c. set out a fire
3 a. hold discussions b. do discussions c. set discussions
4 a. receive a cold b. fetch a cold c. catch a cold
5 a. do a visit b. lay a visit c. pay a visit
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6 a. strike a pose b. beat a pose c. hit a pose
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7 a. fell tears b. shed tears c. raise tears
8 a. employ one‘s rights b. exercise one‘s rights c. conduct one‘s rights
9 a. pull an opportunity b. seize an opportunity c. catch an opportunity
10 a. press charges b. run charges c. push charges
11 a. lend a complaint b. perform a complaint c. lodge a complaint
12 a. make a conclusion b. pull a conclusion c. draw a conclusion
13 a. commit a crime b. comply a crime c. conduct a crime
14 a. tell a prayer b. say a prayer c. speak a prayer
15 a. give a speech b. hold a speech c. perform a speech
16 a. strike a deal b. set a deal c. step a deal
17 a. go on a journey b. do a journey c. pull a journey
18 a. keep one‘s breath b. house one‘s breath c. hold one‘s breath
19 a. direct an orchestra b. conduct an orchestra c. control an orchestra
20 a. lose count b. drop count c. pass count
21 a. take root b. make root c. stick root
22 a. hold a secret b. keep a secret c. last a secret
23 a. take one‘s revenge b. make one‘s revenge c. obtain one‘s revenge
24 a. keep a diary b. run a diary c. lead a diary
25 a. brush shoes b. polish shoes c. sweep shoes
26 a. make apologies b. do apologies c. lay apologies
27 a. tie one‘s fist b. fix one‘s fist c. clench one‘s fist
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28 a. strike a fuse b. knock a fuse c. blow a fuse
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29 a. show heed b. pay heed c. spread heed
30 a. make an escape b. take an escape c. draw an escape
31 a. lose faith b. drop faith c. cut faith
32 a. perform a survey b. commit a survey c. conduct a survey
33 a. push a bike b. lead a bike c. walk a bike
34 a. send judgement b. pass judgement c. set judgement
35 a. say one‘s mind b. speak one‘s mind c. talk one‘s mind
36 a. spoil the fun b. break the fun c. destroy the fun
37 a. earn a purpose b. win a purpose c. serve a purpose
38 a. make friends b. create friends c. gain friends
39 a. make measures b. take measures c. stick measures
40 a. speak shop b. say shop c. talk shop
41 a. defeat a purpose b. break a purpose c. refuse a purpose
42 a. reply to the door b. respond to the door c. answer the door
43 a. lay birth b. give birth c. bring birth
44 a. close a habit b. break a habit c. lay a habit
45 a. earn access b. take access c. gain access
46 a. run the streets b. walk the streets c. stroll the streets
47 a. take harm b. do harm c. make harm
48 a. make progress b. take progress c. gain progress
49 a. let bombs b. drop bombs c. fell bombs
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50 a. do sacrifices b. give sacrifices c. make sacrifices
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Appendix E: Gyllstad’s COLLMATCH Test
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Appendix F: Webb et al.’s (2017) Form A of the updated Vocabulary Levels Test
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Appendix G: Luk and Bialystok’s (2013) LSBQ
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Appendix H: Moskovsky et al.’s (2016) L2MSS
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Appendix I: Permission Letter to Republish L2MSS Questionnaire
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Appendix J: Permission Letter to Republish COLLEX and COLLMATCH Tests
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